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1587, A Year Of No Significance

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked.]

—

I bought this book because of its charming title: 1587, A Year of No Significance: The Ming Dynasty in Decline.

A year of no significance? It's not often a history book makes me laugh, but that did. Sure, many history books investigate the insignificant, but your typical author doesn't call your attention to it.

This book, by Ray Huang, was first published in the early 1980s; I came across it only recently as a recommendation on The Scholar's Stage (a blog which I found through some link on ACX/SSC a while back.)

A little backstory: in my younger days, I thought it might be fun and useful to learn the entire history of the world. To that end, I started with accounts of archaeology and prehistory, then the ancient civilizations, classical antiquity, and so on until I lost momentum somewhere around Tamerlane and the Black Death.

Probably the biggest thing I learned is that human history is little more than 5000 years of gang war.

Whatever the dates some particular tribal pissing match took place, whomever its participants were, it probably deserves to be little noted nor long remembered. It's only through story-telling that the actions of mortals become anything more than trivial data about primate behavior. And yet - once spun into a narrative, accounts of all-too-stereotypical gangs and their generic homicides can be transmuted into archetypes and national myths, inspiring poetry and heroism. History only becomes meaningful in the telling.

But it's easy to tell too much - as Voltaire allegedly said, “the secret of being a bore is to tell everything.”

“Another damned, thick, square book! Always scribble, scribble, scribble! Eh! Mr Gibbon?” as the Duke of Gloucester reportedly observed, on receiving one of the later volumes of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

Like Edward Gibbon's monumental Decline and Fall..., Ray Huang’s 1587 also tells the tale of a slowly decaying empire: in this case, the Ming dynasty of China. 

Mercifully, Huang's book is much shorter than Gibbon's multi-volume epic. 

1587 is just 200-some pages, including the appendix. So is it worth reading? Yeah, I'd say so.

Many Westerners are only familiar with the Ming dynasty as the source of those famously priceless antique vases which are forever getting accidentally smashed for the sake of comedy.

I suspect part of the reason Chinese history (and Asian history in general) is so widely neglected in the West is that Asian names can be difficult for Westerners to remember and pronounce accurately.

It’s challenging to represent Chinese words in alphabetical form; the Wade-Giles and Pinyin approaches are the two main methods. This book, from 1981, uses the older Wade-Giles system. On the other hand, a nice benefit of this book's age is that it remains blessedly uncontaminated by any current “culture war” toxicity. Many of the main characters have Wikipedia pages under the newer Pinyin versions of their names, which I'll link. I’ll also include the Pinyin version in parentheses where the spelling of the Wade-Giles version is significantly different, like this: Peking (Beijing).

To modern sensibilities, Ming dynasty China was a lurid and savage place, where the gaudy veneer of an ancient and decadent civilization lent pomp and polish to underlying currents of unreconstructed barbarism. No doubt some of Robert E. Howard's depictions of his Conan character adventuring and buccaneering and conquering in fictional exotic lands were inspired in part by his impression of the legendary dynasties of imperial China. But 1587 has no unambiguously heroic protagonist, nor any dramatic resolution: in some ways it truly was “a year of no significance.”

The settings and characters certainly lend themselves to the tropes of fantasy fiction: the Forbidden City, the Emperor's Tomb, the Gate of Polar Convergence, the Literary Depth Pavilion - so many evocative names. The action involves floggings, concubines, eunuchs, dynastic scheming, and battles with Japanese pirates. Yet this is not some bodice-ripping work of historical fiction: it's well-sourced and vetted history, with plenty of primary source citations. 

The author, Ray Huang, does not fit the mold of the typical academic historian - his personal history is interesting in its own right. He was born in China in 1918, during that fleeting era between imperial and communist rule when China was, briefly, a republic. 

Huang first went to university to study electrical engineering, but during the World War II years he became an Army officer. He saw combat, recovered from a gunshot wound to the leg, and rose to the level of Major in an elite Chinese military unit known as the New First Army, which was aligned with U.S. forces. They battled Japanese troops in south-east Asia and, later, Chinese Communists during the Chinese Civil War. Huang graduated from the American Army Staff College in 1947, but after the victory of the Chinese Communists on the mainland, and the retreat of the Chinese Nationalists to Taiwan, Huang stayed in the U.S. and took up the study of Chinese history, obtaining a doctorate degree in 1964 (when he was 46).  1587 is his best-known and most widely acclaimed book, but he enjoyed a long and successful academic career and also contributed to Joseph Needham's opus Science and Civilisation in China. 

Huang's writing is clear, evocative, and psychologically insightful - the back cover of my paperback edition features several paragraphs of critical acclaim, including one from the American literary novelist John Updike. 

This is especially impressive given that Huang learned English as a second language. A charming idiosyncrasy of his style is how he refers to Ming dynasty China as “our Empire” - this drew me in, making me feel as if that world were somehow mine.

Here's a telling example of his approach, where he's talking about the fancy outfits the Chinese emperors used to wear. He notes that, unlike European royalty: “Ming emperors wore no metal crowns”. 


“The most formal hat worn by the sovereign was a rectangular black mortarboard, with the shorter edges facing front and rear. Dangling from each of the two edges were twelve strings of beads. The curtainlike beads in front of his eyes and behind the nape of his neck must have made the wearer uncomfortable, compelling him to remain solemn and steady and to move very deliberately.”



This reminded me of a couple of current Chinese practices: how military officers sometimes place pins in the collars of soldiers' uniforms to correct their posture when they're ordered to stand at attention, and how preschool students are “required to sit in their seats with their arms at their sides, and their feet flat on a line of tape on the ground ... not an easy task for three-year-olds.” 

This points toward an old and deep aspect of Chinese culture: the belief that stillness holds great power and should be cultivated. This is true whether you’re a soldier, a preschooler, or the emperor of China.

The main man in this story is known as the Wan-Li Emperor. His family name was Chu (Wade-Giles) or Zhu (in Pinyin). His personal name combined the characters for “joy” and “king.” Like most high-ranking individuals of his day, he had way too many other official names and titles - this book, to my relief, doesn’t go down that rabbithole. Our author sticks to calling him “Wan-li.”

Wan-li was only eight when the early death of his father (at age 35) set him upon the throne of imperial China. He grew up in the Forbidden City, which he was forbidden to leave. 


“The Forbidden City, an area of a quarter of a square mile, was covered with blocks of glaze-tiled palatial buildings and ceremonial halls and gates, marble terraces, and endless painted galleries.”



For about 500 years the Forbidden City, surrounded by a moat and located inside the much larger city of Peking (Beijing), was the nucleus of the Chinese Empire. It had been created several generations earlier at the behest of the Ming dynasty’s third emperor (Wan-li was the 14th). This giant, rambling palace outlived the dynasty which created it, and went on to serve as the headquarters of the subsequent and final Ching (Qing) dynasty as well. 

There’s a film from 1987, The Last Emperor, directed by Bernardo Bertolucci, which was shot in the real Forbidden City and uses it to great effect as a set for the first half of the film. It won multiple Oscars for its depiction of the last Qing Emperor’s life (which, in several ways, was comparable to the life of Wan-li.)  


“in becoming emperor, Wan-li lost much of his personal identity and had little private life. Even when he moved about inside the palace compound, he was accompanied by a large retinue led by eunuchs who cleared the path with whips.”



The head of the vast imperial bureaucracy in those days was known as the Grand Secretary. There are two important Grand Secretaries in this story: the first is Grand Secretary Chang (Zhang), who served as head tutor for the young emperor and effectively ruled the land in Wan-li's name until Wan-li came of age.

Grand Secretary Chang was strong-willed, and made serious efforts to improve and optimize the imperial government. Unfortunately for his historical reputation, he also made serious efforts to enrich himself by taking advantage of his privileged position, while most of his “improvements” - like strict enforcement of outdated tax collection mandates - proved unsustainable and ineffective. He undermined his claim to public-spirited high-mindedness with a generous amount of self-dealing, and vindictive persecution of anyone who crossed him - flogging was one option, and not the sexy kind.

One autumn day, Grand Secretary Chang’s father died. According to Confucian tradition, Chang should have returned to his native district and taken 27 months of bereavement leave. Chang was a lot more interested in staying right next to the 15-year-old emperor and making sure his own interests were not compromised by two years of absence from the court. Wan-li asked him to stay, as a special “national security” type of exemption from the demands of Confucian filial piety. The imperial bureaucracy - the Civil Service - was outraged by this break with tradition. After asking the Emperor to reconsider, and being rebuffed, they began an organized campaign of submitting censorious memos, urging Wan-li with increasing insistence to reverse his decision and send Chang away to do what was right in the eyes of the ancestors. This campaign didn’t last long:


“The first two memorialists were beaten sixty strokes in front of the Meridian Gate with whipping clubs … the other two remonstrators were dealt twenty more strokes than the first two because of their bold arguments … The soldiers at the Silk Robe Guard always had a political sense of how exactly the beating should be administered, and in this case the wrath of the grand-secretary was carried out in full force. Thus the first dozen strokes had already ripped the skin of the victims; the successive blows simply kneaded human flesh with blood-soaked whipping clubs. One of the victims lost consciousness; it was a miracle that he survived. … After the beating the soldiers carried the offending memorialists away on canvas sheets and dumped them on the pavement outside the Imperial City. Their families were permitted to take them home.”



The literary scholars of the Civil Service subsequently decided that this controversy wasn’t a hill they wanted to die on, and stopped remonstrating. 

And that’s where the soap opera really kicks in: Wan-li married his first wife, the Empress Consort, when he was still 15, which allowed him to get out from under adult supervision a little bit. Soon he became something of a hedonistic teenage playboy: he began indulging in drinking parties with eunuchs and palace women.

Eventually he got a little too carried away with his drunken shenanigans; there was a big showdown with mom. Soon after, the eunuchs who were perceived as bad influences got sent away, permanently. Wan-li toned down the drinking parties, but no one could stop him from having a good time with his ladies.


“The hundreds of palace women were the emperor's property; no relationship involving them with him was illicit, because any liaison could be legitimated by granting the lady in question the title of secondary wife. The Ruler of All Men was entitled to one empress, usually one principal consort, a number of associate consorts, and still more concubines...the throne must widen the possibility of producing male offspring to assure regular succession.”



No doubt this arrangement sounds great if you're the Emperor. As a background for a certain range of sexual fantasies, it has potential:


“Those nymphs inside the Forbidden City became a frequent topic of erotic literature. They were likened to sculptured jade yet said to be freshly fragrant, appearing either as voluptuous as fully blossomed peach trees glowing in the morning sun, or as slender and delicate as jasmine vibrating in an evening breeze.”



But, our author points out, the reality was rarely as hot as the fantasy, and it was actually a pretty sad life for most of the ladies.

Honestly, this scenario almost makes the Forbidden City sound like some kind of insect colony - one breeding male: all the other thousands of males are servants with no genitals (castration in ancient China was thorough), and a hierarchy of hundreds of females, many of whom would never have sex or children.

Wan-li eventually sired eight sons and ten daughters with eight different women. His first wife did not bear him a son, so she became a minor character; the two women who had the biggest impact on his story were Lady Wang, the mother of his first son, and Lady Cheng (Zheng), who became his favorite and was the mother of his third son (his second did not survive infancy).

Wan-li decided he liked Lady Cheng best, and wanted his son with her to become the heir to the throne, rather than his (elder) son by Lady Wang. The imperial bureaucracy hated this idea: it went against tradition. They hated it even more than the breach of filial piety Grand-Secretary Chang had committed by not taking two years and three months of bereavement leave.

The entire legitimacy and power of the bureaucracy rested on the legitimacy of Chinese tradition, and therefore its primary goal was to ensure adherence and allegiance to tradition. There was no real system of checks and balances in the government of imperial China - the Emperor could, and did, dispose of any particular official who became an irritant. But, realistically, he lacked the power to replace the entire government. If the scholar-bureaucrats were united against his opinion, he had a very limited ability to impose his will over their objections. And the writing of censorious memos regarding the inappropriate behavior of anyone and everyone, including the Emperor, was itself a longstanding tradition. 

This led to a standoff, where neither side would back down yet neither could unilaterally enforce its will. We'll get to the ramifications of that in a sec.

But first, Grand Secretary Chang dies in 1582, and this becomes essential background for the events of the book’s titular year. 

Once Grand Secretary Chang was dead and buried, everyone he’d ever pissed off went out of their way to expose all the bad, amoral, improper, or even questionable things he'd ever done, and weaponized that information against his loyalists. Wan-li still had some fond memories of his childhood tutor, but as more and more details of Chang's self-aggrandizing behavior came to light, Wan-li began to regard him as a duplicitous schemer who had consistently put his own interests well above the Emperor's or anyone else's. 

Of course Chang was quickly replaced, by the other important Grand Secretary of this story: Grand Secretary Shen. Shen doesn’t have a Wikipedia page as of this writing, but he was kind of a big deal for a while - in 1587, Shen had been grand secretary for four years.

Shen was regarded as gentler than his predecessor Chang, but our author assures us “There is little truth to the statement that he was nothing more than a good-natured gentleman.” 

Shen was good at navigating the bureaucracy. Experienced, diplomatic and tactful, he got things done within (and despite) the elaborate and etiquette-bound imperial system. 

His office was located in the Literary Depth Pavilion, which featured a statue of Confucius in the main hall, and libraries extending into the attic. His style of personnel management was much less draconian than his predecessor’s had been, so the bureaucracy warmed up to him pretty quickly - and so did the young Emperor, who even presented Shen with a specially commissioned jacket with the character for “felicity” embroidered on it, as a token of esteem.

Shen had more mixed success in handling practical matters outside the realm of the literary bureaucracy. When the Yellow River burst its dikes in 1587, Shen did well overseeing the mitigation and rebuilding efforts, exerting his political influence to ensure that the best qualified people were chosen to lead the operation. On the other hand, also in 1587, Shen judged that a disagreement between a governor and a district director in China's northeastern province was a matter of no significance (like everything else that year) and ignored their dispute. This was a mistake. The governor and district director held opposite views on how to deal with a certain troublesome border chieftain named Nurhaci.

The district director favored appeasement, while the governor wanted to crush Nurhaci with military force. Ignored by the central government and working at cross-purposes, their response to Nurhaci's growing dominion over other troublesome tribes in the area was feckless and irresolute. This eventually proved fatal to the Ming dynasty: Nurhaci is the founder of the Manchu, who went on to defeat the Ming forces and establish China’s final dynasty: the Ching (Qing).

At the time, Grand Secretary Shen and most of the top bureaucrats were more worried about Wan-li’s succession planning than any potential threats from outside the empire.


In 1587, the Year of the Pig: “the Wan-Li emperor was still only twenty-four years old; but he had been ruler for fifteen years. The time-span seemed even longer because of so many repetitious and tiring routines.... Alert observers could tell that the emperor was either tired or bored or both. He had chosen as essay topic for the last palace examination a theme related to the Taoist doctrine that good government could be maintained while the ruler did nothing."

“[Wan-li] did not even publicly announce his intention of making his third son heir, although to others it was as clear as though it were written. As a result, no attempt was made to impeach him; no civil war broke out; there was no rebellion. Yet for well over a decade the sovereign continued to engage in this odd struggle of endurance with the civil officials.”

“Civil officials…realized from past experience that at this point an unintentional gesture or speech, or even silence on their part, could many years later be seized upon by their enemies as evidence of treason … yet the danger also offered opportunities for the bold and daring to demonstrate their righteousness, with full knowledge that their audacity could very well lead them to future martyrdom…. They delivered the most provocative [memos] to the emperor and, when that was not enough, printed seditious pamphlets and circulated inflammatory handbills.”

“Unless their suggestions were immediately adopted, [they] usually argued, the sovereign would surely sink into the vilest infamy, his ancestors would cry out in their graves, and the foundation of the state would crumble.”   

“block printing was in wide public use… anonymous pamphlets and pseudonymous literature appeared in Peking to stir up and intensify the controversy”.



Grand Secretary Shen, true to form, tried to use tact and diplomacy to placate both sides of the controversy in order to resolve the situation amicably, but this time it didn’t work. His placating words to the Emperor were repeated to the civil officials, who interpreted them as a betrayal of their cause. As a result, Shen was forced offstage, left to compose his memoirs in retirement.

Wan-li might have begun to notice some similarities between his civil servants and the strings of beads on his fanciest black hat at this point. His status as Emperor was subject to bafflingly extreme constraints, despite his nominally absolute authority. 

Wan-li was barely allowed to leave the Forbidden City - he managed to take only a handful of short trips outside of it in his entire life. 


“Was the benefit of occupying the imperial throne worth so many restrictions? He had no say in deciding that either. He had become the Son of Heaven by birth, not choice.”



This ironic powerlessness of a seemingly supreme monarch, more a pampered prisoner of the Forbidden City than the lord of everything under heaven, reminded me strongly of a major theme of The Golden Bough by James Frazer, a pioneering work in the anthropology of religion which has continually caused controversy since its first publication in 1890. It's no more “scientific” than comparable 19th-century theories from formerly valorized - and now generally discredited - authors like Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, or Mary Baker Eddy. That said, Frazer never claimed his theories were anything more than speculative, and he wasn't wrong about everything. His accounts of widespread ancient belief in sacrificial god-kings seem relevant to Wan-li's story:


“in early society the king or priest is often thought to be endowed with supernatural powers or to be an incarnation of a deity; in consequence of which the course of nature is supposed to be more or less under his control, and he is held responsible for bad weather, failure of the crops, and similar calamities.

The greatest care must, therefore, be taken both by and of him; and his whole life, down to its minutest details, must be so regulated that no act of his, voluntary or involuntary, may disarrange or upset the established order of nature.”



Frazer cites several cross-cultural examples of rites performed by such god-kings to ensure the harvest; some of his sources appear legit, others not so much - but here's a clearly legitimate example from Huang's book:


“The symbolic value of the office of the monarchy was amply illustrated by the ritualistic farming performed by the emperor every spring in front of the Altar of Earth. Actors dressed up as deities of wind, clouds, thunder, and rain”.



Wan-li’s part was to hold a whip in his left hand and guide a ceremonial plow, carved with a dragon and painted in gold, with his right. He was to lead a procession across the field three times, then retire to his tent to watch his courtiers complete the ceremony by seeding the ground.


“No sooner was the soil covered than actors in peasant clothing presented five principal grains to the emperor, simulating a good harvest.”



For a related example from Japan, let’s consult the delightfully named Engelbert Kaempfer, a German physician who lived in Japan for several years in the 1690s. He wrote: 


“those who sit on the throne, are looked upon as persons most holy in themselves ...  they are obliged to take an uncommon care of their sacred persons, and to do such things, which, examined according to the customs of other nations, would be thought ridiculous and impertinent. [The Emperor of Japan] thinks that it would be very prejudicial to his dignity and holiness to touch the ground with his feet; for this reason, when he intends to go anywhere, he must be carried thither on men's shoulders.”



The late rapper Ol' Dirty Bastard likewise once boasted “I don't walk! I get carried!” (On "Reunited" from the second Wu-Tang Clan album.) There is, of course, no end to the similarities between Ol' Dirty Bastard and the emperors of Japan, not least of which is their arrogation of divine status to themselves - to wit, the imperial Japanese claim of direct genealogical descent from the goddess of the sun and Ol' Dirty Bastard's alternate noms-de-rap of Osiris and Big Baby Jesus.

Our German friend Engelbert continues: 


“In ancient times, [the Japanese emperor] was obliged to sit on the throne for some hours every morning, with the imperial crown on his head, but to sit altogether like a statue, without stirring either hands or feet, head or eyes, nor indeed any part of his body, because, by this means, it was thought that he could preserve peace and tranquility in his empire”.

“But it having been afterwards discovered that the imperial crown ... could preserve peace in the empire, it was thought expedient to deliver his imperial person, consecrated only to idleness and pleasures, from this burthensome duty, and therefore the crown is at present placed on the throne for some hours every morning.”



(Metonymy is rarely useful as a lifehack, but Japanese emperors agree that this one weird trick will save you several hours of sitting motionless on a throne.)

In 1572, when Wan-li was 9, people around the world witnessed a supernova (now called SN 1572) which Huang describes as: 


“the size of a saucer and orange in color … the heaven-sent portent made a strong impression on Wan-li. On the advice of Tutor Chang, he fully examined himself for bad thoughts, speech, and conduct. Since even the regularity of the universe depended upon the young emperor's character and wisdom, he had no choice but to be thrifty, diligent, sincere, and courteous on all occasions”.



Frazer concludes: 


“The idea that early kingdoms are despotisms in which the people exist only for the sovereign, is wholly inapplicable to the monarchies we are considering. On the contrary, the sovereign in them exists only for his subjects; his life is only valuable so long as he discharges the duties of his position by ordering the course of nature for his people's benefit.

A king of this sort lives hedged in by a ceremonious etiquette, a network of prohibitions and observances.... Far from adding to his comfort, these observances, by trammeling his every act, annihilate his freedom and often render the very life, which it is their object to preserve, a burden and sorrow to him.”



This is not a bad description of Wan-li’s situation. Huang asserts: 


“In providing the best leadership to an empire such as ours, there was no substitute for ritualistic proceedings. The emperor did not have a formidable army at his command; he did not even have a large land base. He remained the Son of Heaven only because everybody believed that he was. This belief required the ritualistic exercises involving the sovereign and his chief ministers to be enacted with vigor and regularity … the many rounds of kowtowing reaffirmed imperial supremacy ... obviously a degree of make-believe was involved; but make-believe is not necessarily unreal.”



I suppose something about the “socially constructed” nature of empire would be appropriate here - “socially constructed” meaning those aspects of reality which depend on human opinion, like money, or the law. As opposed to aspects of reality which are indifferent to human opinion, like gravity or chemical reactions. With the former, a little make-believe can go a surprisingly long way, and the fate of nations and god-kings may hang in the balance.

But Wan-li did not want to spend his whole life re-enacting a tedious role which he had no say in choosing. He had been a gifted student, with a talent for calligraphy and an interest in reading newly printed popular literature. But as he grew more estranged from the bureaucracy he became less and less interested in the Four Classics of Taoism and Confucianism which were regarded as something akin to holy writ, and which comprised the entirety of his officially prescribed studies. He started “banging out sick,” claiming to suffer from various vague ailments which prevented him from showing up for most of the endless, ponderous rites and ceremonies and study sessions which were intended to take up most of his days.

A different sort of man would have mustered all the imperial authority at his disposal and tried to take the reins of empire, carving out a new role for himself. But Wan-li’s temperament was more passive, and his upbringing had thoroughly indoctrinated him against any such revolutionary behavior. 


“If the word of the eunuchs can be trusted, Lady Cheng was frequently unhappy about the emperor’s indecisiveness. In such instances she would shout at him, ‘You are an old lady!’”



If Wan-li ever considered standing up for himself and forcefully asserting his prerogatives, maybe even attempting to reform or at least improve the imperial government, he didn’t really have a lot of role models. His grand-uncle Cheng-Te (Zheng-De) had been a bad-ass rebel emperor, who certainly defied the bureaucracy and did as he pleased, but his legacy was presented to Wan-li as a cautionary tale:


“Cheng-te had ascended the throne in 1505 when he was not yet 14 [He was] endowed with unusual physical courage and a great deal of energy and creative curiosity ... which he pursued with all the authority at his command”.

“Cheng-te surrounded himself with “eunuchs, courtesans, Lamaist monks, and magicians from other lands ... His favorite pastimes were fishing and hunting. Once at least he was wounded by a tiger when he was learning to tame it”.

“He loved to drink and play games with his subordinates. He could not care less if a charming companion was a prostitute, was married, or even pregnant."



He took a great interest in the military, riding with his troops and even engaging in combat against the Mongols. But he left no heir when he died, after drunkenly falling into the Yellow River during a fishing expedition.

The Civil Service bureaucrats, of course, had been scandalized to the core by this wild behavior, and redoubled their efforts to ensure that no future Ming emperor would behave with such berserk impropriety. For better or worse, none did.

Eventually, the succession issue could be put off no longer:


“In the end Wan-li had to yield to public opinion, but grudgingly and most bitterly. When the eldest imperial son was finally designated his successor and the third son, Prince Fu, sent off to a provincial home, the wound thus inflicted did not heal”.

“The emperor derived a malicious satisfaction from leaving numerous high-ranking positions inside and outside the capital unfilled”.



He ignored the bureaucrats' indignant memos, and their beloved tradition offered no guidance on how to deal with a ruler who ignored his traditional obligations yet “in doing so was literally following the Taoist doctrine of inaction.”

The last time Wan-li ever ventured outside the Forbidden City was to visit his own tomb. Constructed during his lifetime, its interior bears comparison to the interiors of the pyramids of Egypt. (The exterior is less monumental.) Referred to superstitiously as the Mysterious Palace,


“the stone structure itself and its furnishings carried the imperial insignia of dragons and phoenixes, the bases of the stone furniture near the ground level were carved with designs of the lotus ... gold and silver utensils and porcelain water jars and wash basins gave the setting a sense of realism, only to be offset by the presence of wooden horses and servants carved in the size of toys.”



In many respects, this description sounds a lot like the tombs of the pharaohs, especially those who were buried in the Valley of the Kings. Small wonder, since their lives were similar as well.

The 1st-century BCE historian Diodorus Siculus, in his multi-volume epic The Library of History wrote: 


“The life of the kings of Egypt was not like that of other monarchs who are irresponsible and may do just what they choose; on the contrary, everything was fixed for them by law, not only their official duties, but even the details of their daily life”.

“For not only were the times appointed at which [the Pharaoh] should transact public business or sit in judgment; but the very hours for his walking and bathing and sleeping with his wife, and, in short, performing every act of life, were all settled. Custom enjoined a simple diet; the only flesh he might eat was veal and goose, and he might only drink a prescribed quantity of wine.”



So how well did the rest of the government function, given that the ruler was not really calling the shots, most days? I think we’ll get a better answer to that question by first zooming forward a few millennia, from ancient Egypt to the U.S.A.

In his famous book Democracy in America, Alexis De Tocqueville warns against the dangers of overly centralized government administration, describing how the America he visited (in the early 1800s) enjoyed an extremely _de_centralized administration and - in a footnote - speculates that China (which he never visited) was pretty much the opposite:


“China appears to me to present the most perfect instance of that species of well-being which a completely central administration may furnish to the nations among which it exists. Travelers assure us that the Chinese have peace without happiness, industry without improvement, stability without strength, and public order without public morality. The condition of society is always tolerable, never excellent. I am convinced that, when China is opened to European observation, it will be found to contain the most perfect model of a central administration which exists in the universe.”



Huang largely confirms this assessment, but with important caveats. He acknowledges it seems like a bad idea for the civil service of a vast empire to be run by academic bureaucrats who, in many cases, had never worked outside of the capital city, but explains:


“our empire was created to be controlled from the center by documents; field experience or the lack of it made very little difference. There were 1,100 counties within the realm, of which each magistrate was appointed by His Majesty the Emperor. Could any one sitting in the capital really control how these magistrates managed their districts? Of course not. The best he could do was to investigate their characters, and through personal evaluation at periodic intervals divide the magistrates into categories and earmark them for promotion and demotion ... the greater part of governmental business involved personnel management and was basically settled on paper according to general standards.”



Each magistrate served a three-year term, sometimes in districts where the locals spoke dialects which he might not even understand.


“the best he could hope for was that the district would remain in reasonably good order and its tax quota be fulfilled. In discharging these responsibilities he actually implemented a kind of indirect rule: he must invite and inspire the support of the local gentry. This group ... being men of substance in rural communities, could be induced to make their influence prevail over the populace until taxes were paid on time”.



So, despite its utter centralization and dependence on bureaucratic paperwork, the administration of imperial China usually allowed each district to continue practicing its local, traditional culture and sort out its own affairs under the guidance of local luminaries, while the imperial magistrates served as emissaries of a higher power, remaining largely aloof from day-to-day affairs.

This was entirely in accordance with ancient Chinese political philosophy. A maxim from the Tao Te Ching (one of the foundational texts of Chinese civilization) states: “Govern a great country as you would cook a small fish.” The implication being: minimally, lightly. For the most part, this philosophy served China well over the centuries, and it’s probably part of the reason we even have centuries of Chinese history to consult.

This is still pre-Enlightenment political thought, with entirely too much magical thinking, bureaucratic to a fault, and placing complete faith in a system which was neither readily adaptable nor responsive to changing circumstances. Yet any cultural system which survives for thousands of years must be doing something right, especially when compared to what everyone else was doing.

I can't point to any particular insights in this book as specifically relevant to present-day China, because the things I don't understand about present-day China would fill several books. But I am sure that a person better informed than I am about Chinese current events could draw some thought-provoking parallels.

1587 does seem to me like an essential puzzle piece for anyone trying to get a deeper understanding of Chinese history. It emphasizes how people behaved when things were running true to form, instead of focusing on convulsive and dramatic changes, as history books tend to do. And it casts a glance toward the surprisingly important long-term effects of those seemingly ordinary events.

I mean, it's interesting in its own right that China is one of the oldest civilizations on Earth, but the really unusual aspect of Chinese civilization is how much continuity there's been. Dynasties came and went, and certainly the last century or two have differed greatly from previous millennia, but in some respects it's as if the cultural milieu of the ancient pharaohs continued to thrive as a potent undercurrent of cultural force in modern Egypt. It is difficult to understand the culture of any civilized land without knowing something of its history, but this is especially true in China's case.

In 1587, Europe was just on the verge of entering its Baroque era. 

“I would venture to say that the baroque is the final stage in all art, when art flaunts and squanders its resources,” said the famous Argentine author Jorge Luis Borges.

There's something of a baroque quality to the culture of the Ming dynasty as well.  Huang provides several examples, describing scenes that illustrate the grandeur of empire.

For example, in 1587, there were around two thousand civil servants working in the imperial capital. Huang reports:


“It was always a spectacular scene when they assembled in their service robes, rank 4b and above in red and rank 5a and below in blue. They all wore black lacquer-treated hats with wings protruding sideways. Their black boots had very thick soles, the sides of which were trimmed with white lacquer. Their ceremonial belts, more like loops dangling loosely from their waists but never drawn tight, were backed with jade, rhinoceros horn, and gold and silver pieces that added splendor to the sight of the assembly as they glittered in the sun, showing the grades of the wearers' ranks.

The badge of rank itself was called the ‘mandarin square,’ a chest-piece embroidered with elegant birds, always in pairs. The top rank (1) was represented by two stately cranes soaring above clouds, the lowest rank (9) by a couple of earthbound quail pecking the grass.”



The execution of prisoners of war was also done with theatrical ceremony:


“[The emperor] sat on the tower atop the Meridian Gate overlooking the granite-paved courtyard, flanked by general officers who held noble titles. Lined up next to them was a full battalion of imperial guards, soldiers of gigantic stature clad in shiny armor and helmets adorned with red tassels. Down below, while thousands of court officials and soldiers watched, the prisoners, in chains and red cloth with holes cut out for their necks, were forced to kneel on the stone pavement. Then the minister of justice came forward to read aloud a list of the crimes those prisoners had committed against humanity. Upon completion of the charges, he petitioned the emperor that the prisoners be executed in the marketplace. The reply from the throne - ‘Take them there; be it so ordered’ - could not have been heard by all present. The order, however, was repeated by the two nobles standing immediately next to the sovereign and then echoed in succession by four, eight, sixteen, and thirty-two guardsmen, until it touched off a thundering shout of the same order by the entire battalion of soldiers”.



And can I just note that Huang's chapter headings reminded me of Borges' short story titles from his collection A Universal History of Infamy? For example:


	
“The Implausible Imposter Tom Castro” vs. “Hai Jui the Eccentric Model Official”



	
“The Widow Ching - Pirate” vs. “The Living Ancestor”



	
“The Cruel Redeemer Lazarus Morell” vs. “Ch'i Chi-Kuang the Lonely General”





(Spoiler alert: all three examples are Borges vs. Huang.)

For all I know, Huang might have actually been influenced by Borges - A Universal History of Infamy was published in English translation in 1972, while Huang apparently completed his manuscript around 1976. If not a direct influence, the two authors still share a knack for the wry, dry turn of phrase and the one-chapter biography.

The last three chapters of 1587 are profiles of three noteworthy men from that era, each of whom, in his distinctive way, vied to achieve greatness. Our author uses these brief biographies to double back and revisit the years leading up to 1587 from three different perspectives. He analyzes how, despite their best efforts, none of these hard-working, accomplished, and relatively famous individuals were able to steer the ruling culture away from its downward slide. Even though the relatively unremarkable events of the year 1587 did not amount to any great crisis, the tipping point had been reached: the fortunes of the Ming dynasty began to decline henceforth, and never recovered. The inertial momentum of the system, the difficulty of coordinating major changes, and the Wan-li Emperor's choice to act as a passive-aggressive obstacle to the functioning of the imperial bureaucracy conspired to render futile anyone's efforts toward progress or reform.

One of the seemingly insignificant events of 1587 was the death of Hai Jui (Rui), the censor-in-chief at Nanking (Nanjing).

“Hai Jui's convictions and temperament dictated that he would be both a highly regarded and a lonely man.” Uncompromising and full of high principle, Hai's rigid moral outlook appears to have been sincere, and his tragedy consists of it not being enough.

Hai Jui first made a name for himself as a county magistrate, in a county fairly far from the seat of imperial power, who was willing to stick his neck out and make a stand to prevent corrupt imperial officials from taking advantage of his local countrymen.


Huang, in a footnote, remarks: “In some respects, this circumstance resembles an aspect of the American Western frontier. When a gap occurred between the law and law enforcement, individuals tended to take the administration of justice into their own hands. In such an environment a person's rugged character was highly valued.”



During his long (though sporadically interrupted) career as a Ming dynasty official, Hai attacked corruption every chance he got, and was honest to the point of tactlessness when condemning what he regarded as insufficiently moral behavior, whether on the part of his subordinates or his superiors. Early in his career, he offered some unsolicited, unwelcome, and not uncritical advice to Wan-li's grandfather, the Chia-ching (Jia-jing) Emperor. His reward was imprisonment and a death sentence. He only survived because Chia-ching dropped dead first - probably because he drank too many alchemical potions which were supposed to confer longevity but, ironically, contained mercury. After regaining his freedom and returning to the civil service, Hai spent considerable effort trying to rectify unjust land ownership customs which allowed the upper classes to take advantage of the peasantry.

Hai was widely, if perhaps naively, admired for his intransigent devotion to his austere conception of virtue. He represented the idealistic side of the older generation when he died at 73, in 1587, the Year of the Pig. In some respects, he could be considered the polar opposite of the notoriously pragmatic Grand Secretary Chang, who had died a few years earlier. But our author points out: “Few had given thought to the fact that both men, in their distinctive ways, were seeking directions in which the empire could be led.” Ultimately, neither cynical pragmatism nor militant idealism proved sufficient to lead the Ming dynasty away from its gravity well of tradition.

When the great Ming general Ch'i Chi-Kuang (Qi Jiguang) died in January of 1588 it was still the 12th month of the Year of the Pig according to the Chinese lunar calendar. So his lonely death still counts as one of the events in our “year of no significance.”

General Ch’i won his fame battling Japanese pirates in the wetlands of coastal southern China, and winning. He secured his fame by writing the New Treatise on Military Efficiency (Jixiao Xinshu),  which describes his military innovations and recommendations for the benefit of future generations. 

The “Japanese pirates” were not much like Captain Morgan or Jack Sparrow - they were really more like Vikings. Annual raiding parties would sail in from Japan, where they would set up armed bandit camps and raid the surrounding countryside. Often joined by disenfranchised or disgruntled locals, they posed a serious threat to public order all along the southeast coast, from Shanghai to the Taiwan Strait.

General Ch’i’s book gives a lot of details about what he needed to do to whip the Chinese army into shape and vanquish the pirates:


“[He] settled the recruiting procedure, decided the pay scale … standardized the organization of combat formations, selected weapons, outlined the duties of individual soldiers and their officers, designed his own banners and coordinating signals, invented his own tactics and schemes of maneuver, prescribed military etiquette, and issued his own orders of court martial .. he even handed out a recipe for making field rations!”



He also incentivized volunteer troops by offering “thirty ounces of silver for each enemy head cut off and turned in.”

General Ch’i’s innovative tactics included incorporating early gunpowder weapons alongside swords and spears and cavalry. The most adaptable and successful of Ming generals, after his victories in southern China he was transferred to the north. 

Facing a very different type of hostile force - the Mongols - he decided to upgrade the Great Wall of China. General Ch’i was responsible for “the construction of castlelike watchtowers along the Great Wall, designed to house 30 to 50 soldiers.” Around 1200 of these three-story towers were built according to his directions. 

Having found a patron in Grand Secretary Chang, who appreciated Ch’i’s pragmatism and effectiveness, he fell out of favor after Chang's death. His wife left him and he died in poverty and uncelebrated, mainly because the Civil Service was suspicious of effective military power, viewing it as a potential threat, and seized on Chang’s posthumous disgrace as an excuse to get rid of anyone else associated with him whom they feared or disliked.

The bureaucrats' determination to prevent any chance of a military coup, however, left the imperial defense forces weak and mismanaged, so Ch'i's lonely death in the Year of the Pig - seemingly of no significance - really represented the death of any hope for the Ming dynasty to survive the coming assault of the Manchu.

The final chapter of 1587 profiles Li Chi (Li Zhi) who is remembered as a philosopher like Socrates - at least in the sense that he killed himself due to persecution by the authorities. Li didn't drink hemlock: he took a straight razor to his own throat. But he could also qualify as an early prototype of the Hollywood guru, one of those people who floats around in the realm of celebrities, looking wise in a fashionable way and saying vaguely Buddhist things without actually practicing Buddhism.

Li’s early career was full of poverty and misery, as he tried and largely failed to support a family while working as a low-level civil servant. At 53 he had a mid-life crisis, retired from the Civil Service, sent his wife away, shaved his head and went to live in a Buddhist temple. There he studied both Buddhism and Taoism, in an effort to find some solace in philosophy and spiritualism. 

Soon he began to write his own philosophical works, which gained favor among some well-to-do patrons. Before long, he had founded an independent chapel called the “Hall of Buddha in Fragrant Iris,” which was not officially part of any Buddhist sect.


“The main building consisted of two wings. There were also dormitories and guest houses. Built on a cliff overlooking a lake, Li’s own cottage was on a most imposing height behind the complex. Normally the ‘hall’ had more than forty monks under the direction of an abbot, who was also Li Chih’s friend. These monks introduced to the establishment their disciples, who could also have their own novices.”



Although Li’s voluminous writings were all the rage with the well-off and philosophically inclined literary scholars of the day, his cult-like compound and nonconformist views got him in trouble with the conservative local gentry. They came to regard him as a lunatic who “stood for everything contrary to law and order and decency.” He was accused of promoting immorality, jailed, and sentenced to be banished to his remote province of origin. He killed himself in jail. Li had tried his best to spearhead an intellectual and spiritual renaissance, but the culture of the Ming dynasty was hostile to novelties of that sort.

As for the Wan-li Emperor, after complaining of various vague ailments for many years he died peacefully enough - although rumor has it that he had become addicted to opium, which might explain some things. His last journey out of the imperial city was to rest forever in his monumental tomb. (Or maybe not forever - the Emperor’s tomb was looted and desecrated by Chairman Mao’s Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and 70s.)

So what are the takeaways from this study of 1587, the Year of the Pig, a year of no significance?

Well, it looks like even exemplary efforts by multiple talented individuals cannot be relied on to triumph over systemic inertia and entropy. 

Was there a missed opportunity to steer the Ming dynasty away from collapse? 

Wishing that Wan-li had been more like somebody else doesn’t really count, although it probably would’ve helped if he’d taken any sustained interest in truly becoming a great ruler. 

Maybe a coordinated, long-term effort by many people toward a definite goal would’ve done the trick, if they could have avoided looking like a conspiracy, and somehow gotten buy-in from both the Emperor and the Civil Service? Maybe in some alternate universe a Ming-era person discovers that lightning can be tamed like fire - would that have helped? I’m not aware of any experiments with electricity, though they did have gunpowder and printing presses. 

But all those sorts of things are about as likely to hasten a dynasty’s collapse as they are to bring about a renaissance. 

And besides, hereditary empires are inherently unstable: asking “what would have prevented the Ming dynasty from collapsing?” is kind of like asking “how do we prevent radioactive decay - what would extend the half-life of plutonium?”

Another perspective: as dynasties go, the Ming were the final regression to the mean of classical Chinese civilization. Were they merely fighting a doomed rear-guard action, vainly attempting to undo the effects of the previous, catastrophically novel, dynasty of Mongols? Only to be overthrown by the subsequent - and final - dynasty of Manchurian hordes from the outlands of the northeast?

Considering that it lasted for nearly three centuries, a better perspective would be that the Ming dynasty was a late flowering of classical Chinese civilization - and a surprisingly successful one, considering how hostile it was to international trade or exploration. 

A person from our era will no doubt detect a whiff of barbaric decadence in the customs of those days (foot-binding, eunuchs, people flogged nearly to death for infractions of etiquette). Similarly to their contemporaries in Europe (who were conducting inquisitions, slave-trading, and burning witches around the same time), the people of the Ming dynasty were still pre-modern in their ideals, and frequently brutal in their methods. They were, nevertheless, living in and contributing to one of the most advanced civilizations of that or any previous era. 

The extent to which we and future generations will find such legacies edifying is an open question. Yet, as Confucius said:


“Whenever I walk with others, they may serve as my teachers. I will select their good qualities and follow them, their bad qualities and avoid them.”






A Canticle for Leibowitz by Walter M. Miller Jr

Sat. March 12, 2022—in a parallel universe.

The last time I sat down with perennial celebrity author Jonathan Perlock and his iconoclast ex-protégé Grahame Cassidy was in Jon’s St. Louis apartment in summer 2021. That interview (about Edgar Allan Poe’s Philosophy of Composition) ended when Grahame threw and broke Jon’s antique chair. I hadn’t known about their tenuous relationship prior to the interview and I never wanted to be in the middle of it again. However, I reconsidered two weeks ago when Jon published his review of Neo Schubert’s Faust in Space, calling it “a work of post-apocalyptic fiction using the device of nuclear holocaust never to be surpassed.” Jon’s literary criticism is among the widest read and most authoritative in the world, and normally would warrant no contention. But ten hours after its publication, Grahame Cassidy published a rebuttal in an uncharacteristically farcical tone, asserting that Faust in Space lacked esthetic value and originality, and that it had been surpassed on every count decades ago by Walter M. Miller Jr’s A Canticle for Leibowitz, from which (he claimed) Schubert had borrowed too heavily. Contention between two literary titans has not been seen since Hemingway and Faulkner, so I set out to organize another interview hoping to orchestrate an authentic discussion between the two about their past relationship, their current achievements, and how there came to be such incessant antagonism between them. Grahame was surprisingly amiable and repeatedly assured me he had paid Perlock for the broken chair. He agreed to sit down with Jon to discuss his view of A Canticle for Leibowitz as obligatory reading in the 21st century. His one condition was that we meet somewhere other than Jon’s apartment. I heartily agreed with no intention to discuss A Canticle for Leibowitz, which I had not read.

So it was that I met with Grahame Cassidy and Jon Perlock in Rabbit Run Park in east-central Missouri, a park harboring the ruins of an early 1900s-era castle overlooking Ozark woods and cavernous, carbonate hills. We sat at a picnic table not a hundred feet away from the ruined castle. Along the wide pavements that weave around the castle and its outbuildings, the occasional hiker or visiting family passed by. Grahame and Jon sat across from each other. I sat near the end of the bench. Grahame wore a moss-colored fleece and his blond hair swept sidewise and his eyes were cast like iron on Jon, who wore slacks and loafers in spite of the dampness and rugged surroundings. Jon leaned forward, stared back at Grahame with a barely-discernible-but-definitely-there smile. I expected Grahame to say something cross but he didn’t. He returned something like a smile and tilted his head. I decided to set a friendly tone and direct the conversation where I wanted it to go—their relationship—but as I started to speak, Jon interrupted me and I never recovered. Instead of an analysis of how our two most treasured fiction writers became so divided from one another, they pit me between their squabbling and Grahame prematurely exited again with the fury his fans have come to love him for. I was left with a book review—call it a defense—of Walter M. Miller Jr’s A Canticle for Leibowitz, which I transcribed for you here.

Me: Gentlemen—

Jon, speaking to Grahame through his smile: You don’t naturally disagree with my assessment of Faust in Space. You wanted to disagree, but you had to fight every impulse to do so. You’ve always chosen to disagree. Remember the first feature you ever got, the one I lined up? That woman called you literature’s first-rate contrarian. We laughed about it. Don’t think I don’t see you trying to live up to it ever since. Your response to my review was rubbish.

Grahame: You wrote a bad review, Jon. That’s why I put out the counterpoint.

Jon: Counterpoint. Looking at me: Would you call it a counterpoint? I’d call it dissent for the sake of dissent. Or a love letter to Walter Miller.

Grahame, raising his voice slightly: You claimed Schubert used nuclear holocaust in a way never to be surpassed yet he handled it the way every writer resentful of art has handled it for the past fifty years. Miller deserves a love letter for writing something authentic and actually visionary.

Me, quickly: How so?

Grahame: A Canticle for Leibowitz throws stones at the nerves of civilization and it never missed then and it doesn’t miss now. Neither essay nor other non-fiction exposition nor Faust in Space can match the wit and precision with which it touches mankind’s worst and irreversible folly—its refusal to learn from mistakes. It’s a profound achievement in science fiction. And fiction in general. And perhaps one of the most relevant novels today.

Jon: Settle down Cassidy. Canticle made me laugh a little I’ll admit. But Faust made me cry.

Grahame: I’d say melancholy tone with nuclear holocaust is the easy achievement for any competent writer and therefore questionable as such. Besides, Canticle is as melancholy as the subject demands. It’s just more deftly done and it’s funny.

Jon, looking at me: Which is the bigger achievement, funny or sad?

I’m caught off guard and relieved when Grahame fires back before I open my mouth.

Grahame: No Jon, this is me and you. Are you going to defend that Schubert pursued a more difficult road than Miller in writing melodrama for nuclear holocaust? Your biggest fans won’t buy that.

Jon: Easily. I read about real murder all the time and don’t cry. It’s not easy to evoke authentic sadness from a reader. It’s not easy. I’d put forth you’ve not effectively done it. I’d put forth you’ve struggled with it in your own novels, what with all your open endings and narrative departures. In fact, it’s easier to make light of something horrific than touch firmly on its terror.

Grahame: You know damn well Miller doesn’t make light of it. Being funny and making light are not the same thing.

Jon: We disagree. That is why I was trying to bring our friend into it.

I expect Grahame to rise and throw leaves in Jon’s face. (There are a good bit around our feet.) By Jon’s countenance, he is expecting something too. Surprisingly, Grahame is not baited. He is intent on making his point. He turns to me.

Grahame: Well? How do they compare, Canticle and Faust in Space. Did Schubert rip off Miller or what?

Jon: Ho, whoa. That wasn’t the question.

Me: I’ve read Faust in Space. I thought it was well done. I’ve never read A Canticle for Leibowitz. I honestly don’t even know what it’s about. Nuclear war, obviously.

They both look at me with a sort of gaping incredulity. For the first time, I see a tether between old friends.

Jon, looking at Grahame: Tell him then. But quickly.

Grahame, sighing the way one sighs when receiving a gift having previously said not to get them anything: It’s a fix-up of three novellas. It starts in the aftermath of nuclear holocaust and ends in the heat of another one over the span of a few thousand years. Fall, rise, fall—death, life, death—that’s the cycle put forth as inevitable in Canticle and it runs across all three novellas. The point is that mankind doesn’t learn from its mistakes and that that issue is unavoidable. And the result is destruction. It juxtaposes—

Me: Schubert asserts the same thing in Faust. I’m sorry to interrupt. I noticed that—he acts as if what happens in the book is inevitable but doesn’t really say why. He treats it as an inside secret we are all supposed to know and agree with by virtue of the events in the book, but I don’t buy it. It’s my one gripe with the book, which is why I had to interrupt. I’m sorry, go on.

Grahame: The reason he doesn’t give a reason is because he took the inevitable cycle motif from Miller but couldn’t also rip off the why without being obvious. Miller does explain. Or rather, one of his characters does. Let me see.

Grahame, straight-faced and entirely serious, pulls from somewhere beneath the table a ragged paperback copy of A Canticle for Leibowitz. The book is rampant with colorful tabs sticking from the pages as page markers. He fans through them.

Jon: Oh God. Just tell it, Cassidy. You carried that with you and hid it so you could pull it out like that? _Laughing gently:_Christ, man. Just tell him.

Grahame: I want to get it right. Here:


“The closer men came to perfecting for themselves a paradise, the more impatient they seemed to become with it, and with themselves as well. They made a garden of pleasure, and became progressively more miserable with it as it grew in richness and power and beauty; for then, perhaps, it was easier for them to see that something was missing in the garden, some tree or shrub that would not grow. When the world was in darkness and wretchedness, it could believe in perfection and yearn for it. But when the world became bright with reason and riches, it began to sense the narrowness of the needle’s eye, and that rankled for a world no longer willing to believe or yearn. Well, they were going to destroy it again, were they—this garden Earth, civilized and knowing, to be torn apart again that Man might hope again in wretched darkness.”



Me, nodding: Mm. Destruction for the sake of hope. Interesting.

Grahame: The cycle is an endless story, one that continues after the last page on and on in pages that don’t exist, dragging its feet through ages, in your head, and off the last page into our own world, into 2022, where veiled threats of nuclear war from across oceans give the novel first relevance and a freshness that must be as ripe as it was in 1959 when the novel was first published.

It’s cynical and some of the themes are bleak—suicide, death, Megawar (a term the author favored for nuclear war)—but don’t let that dissuade you. It beams with humor that will never stale. You will laugh—above all you will laugh—all the way through nuclear annihilation.

Me: Like Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle, kind of.

Grahame looks at me and I might swear he was confused. I feel about the size of the ant traversing my end of the picnic table.

Jon, at me: Grahame lacks a sense of humor for someone so taken by how funny Canticle apparently is.

Grahame: It is funny. Let me just read a little from the very beginning so you see how it starts. He flips to the start of the book and reads:


“Brother Francis Gerard of Utah might never have discovered the blessed documents, had it not been for the pilgrim with girded loins who appeared during that young novice’s Lenten fast in the desert.”



That’s the first line of the first novella entitled Fiat Homo or “Let there be Man.” Closing the book but holding the spot with his finger: At the start, the setting is a desert and we meet this monk named Brother Francis and he is fasting in the desert and the desert is strewn with the remnants of past high-civilization brought to wasteland by nuclear holocaust 600 years prior. The response to the nuclear war by its survivors was immense backlash against science and those who wielded it to create weapons capable of such destruction. The backlash was swift, immensely violent, and all-encompassing. These survivors, self-professed simpletons, went about dismantling all aspects of modern society and murdering first the scientifically literate and then just the generally literate—the Simplification they called it. The Simplification is how the book got to the post-apocalyptic wasteland that it opens with. And it’s from these violent illiterates and the desert itself that the monks of the abbey of St. Leibowitz protect the scientific knowledge of the past. The knowledge is mostly in the form of rediscovered fragments and documents from the time before the war. They call all the stuff Memorabilia. During his fast in the desert, this Brother Francis discovers ruins that turn out to be a fallout shelter. Remember this is 600 years after the nuclear war. The monk reads the sign that says, “Fallout Shelter,” and this is what he thinks. Grahame reads from the book:


“He had never seen a “Fallout,” and he hoped he’d never see one. A consistent description of the monster had not survived, but Francis had heard the legends. He crossed himself and backed away from the hole. Tradition told that the Beatus Leibowitz himself had encountered a Fallout, and had been possessed by it for many months before the exorcism which accompanied his Baptism drove the fiend away. Brother Francis visualized a Fallout as half-salamander, because, according to tradition, the thing was born in the Flame Deluge, and as half-incubus who despoiled virgins in their sleep, for, were not the monsters of the world still called “children of the Fallout”? That the demon was capable of inflicting all the woes which descended upon Job was recorded fact, if not an article of creed. The novice stared at the sign in dismay. Its meaning was plain enough. He had unwittingly broken into the abode (deserted, he prayed) of not just one, but fifteen of the dreadful beings! He groped for his phial of holy water.”



Grahame pauses and looks at me expectantly. I’m a bit puzzled, and it must show some on my face. Jon has been suspiciously quiet.

Me: Wait, monsters?

Grahame: So in the monk’s time, there are people with deformities caused by the radiation that still persists. So he’s got the idea that a Fallout is a monster that despoiled virgins in their sleep—because today (in his time) those people with deformities are called children of the Fallout. See? Among the trove of treasures Francis finds in the fallout shelter is a grocery list and a reminder to do taxes and, most prized, a blueprint of an electrical circuit signed by E. I. Leibowitz himself, the patron saint of the abbey where this monk serves. But what’s funny is that as it happens, Edward Isaac Leibowitz was just a regular guy murdered by simpletons trying to save some scientific knowledge during the Simplification. But because of the monks’ ignorance, the grocery list, the tax note, the blueprint—these are precious artifacts whose meanings are unknown. The result is a trip by this monk Francis far away to New Rome to deliver the blueprint to the Pope himself—an ill-fated trip that punches home the savagery of this world Miller created. Which, by the way, is thought by many people to have heavily influenced the world of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.

Me, honestly, though partly drawn by Grahame’s exuberance: It does sound interesting. And that bit about fallout being a monster is clever.

Grahame: That’s honestly light for this book, and just a bit from the first novella. But as my claim of relevance, there are parallels between the Simplification and various mob crusades we suffer today. I’m not going to read to you every line of narration, but the idea of the populace at large rebelling against science and murdering its adherents and destroying its legacy because of the destruction “it” has caused is very relevant today, don’t you think?

Jon: Cassidy, make a point.

Grahame: Look at the skepticism surrounding scientists and vaccine manufacturers and the pharmaceutical industry altogether. I mean, I’m arguing Canticle’s relevance today sixty years after its publication. You can imagine, hyperbolically maybe, but with perhaps too close a tangent to reality, a similar response as the Simplification to pharmaceutical companies and vaccines, and 600 years from now there are cloisters of “monks” in the backrooms of stripclubs illuminating medical white papers about polio and protecting and hiding antique syringes and textbooks trying to make sense of it all. And the irony! That monks be the safeguards for scientific knowledge…

Jon: Come back Cassidy, Christ. You’re all over the place. Can we avoid politics? Just tell him what it’s about in two or three sentences so we can get on with civil debate.

Grahame, nodding quickly: The second novella, Fiat Lux (“Let there be light”) jumps centuries later when the world has progressed to something resembling an era of Greek city-states and—

Jon, interrupting: There are three novellas, correct?

Grahame: Yes, right. The first was “Let there be Man” with the monk taking the circuitry blueprint he found in the fallout shelter to the pope. The second is “Let there be light.” What’s great about the second novella is—

Jon: The second is the most boring, skip it.

Grahame: It’s not boring.

Jon: The middle portion of any book is at best more mundane than the rest. Let’s skip. Skip. Skip.

Grahame: That’s convenient, Jon, because Schubert stole from the second part. In the second book a genius scholar-scientist is making large discoveries in math and science and he goes to the Leibowitz abbey—which is still around these centuries later—he goes to study all their Memorabilia which until then he has not taken seriously. He goes there to the abbey and it’s a long, dangerous trip because at this point the country is on the brink of war. He gets out in the desert and studies what the monks have, all these old books and things, and he sees that all his own discoveries are simply rediscoveries. He’s humbled and taken in by the stuff, the artifacts, and there’s a whole thing. But anyway, before he goes there, he is unconvinced that the relics are even real at all. To him they are a sort of legend. So in a discussion with… with… with someone I can’t remember, in a discussion with someone he is asked something like, “If you doubt it, why bother studying the Leibowitzian documents?” To which this genius responds,


“Because doubt is not denial. Doubt is a powerful tool, and it should be applied to history.”



It's a good line. But doesn’t it sound dangerously close to the famous message in the bit of code discovered aboard the starship Banefull Byrd in Faust? Grahame pauses, looking satisfied.

Jon: A little. It’s probably homage. You know how writers are. Or it’s chance. It’s not a particularly crafty line.

Grahame: Your poker face has soured Jon.

Jon: We’ve never played poker. Do you even know how to play poker?

Grahame: He stole it and a lot more and you know it. Turning to me, seemingly eager to keep on: Understand that in the first novella, the setting was essentially wasteland with pockets of tribes and these monasteries and roaming gangs and the like. Think The Road. By the time this scholar is visiting the Leibowitz monastery, there are city-states like the Empire of Denver, Texarkana, Laredo, the State of Chihuahua. And Plains people in the spaces between. Holdovers of the tribes, I suppose. And as I said, everyone is on the brink of war, with the ruler of one plotting to fold the rest into his kingdom. I’m not going to bring up the relevance of this ruler and his ambitions and tactics to modern analogs—you get it, and novels with that kind of relevance fill shelves everywhere. I will skip that. But a more nuanced and astute stonethrow—

His voice trails off and he frantically searches the book using the neon tabs. I’m thinking that this is not at all how I wanted this interview to go.

Jon: Grahame, no.

Grahame: Here. Reading:


“Neither the nomads nor the Military Order of San Pancratz would have valued the abbey’s books, but the nomads would have destroyed them for the joy of destruction and the military knights-friars would have burned many of them as “heretical” according to the theology of Vissarion, their Antipope.”



Now, we can talk about the rise of nihilism all around us and the supposed heresy of everything depending on your political color. But better are the whole sections that pit reason against faith and progress against tradition. It is deftly done. Deftly done. They’re not, you know, Miller doesn’t use vague, boring, lofty soliloquizing; nor does he preach. It’s sharp, natural dialogue that asks questions concerning metaphysics and epistemology that are clearly informed by knowledge of the philosophies of real originality. You know, Plato and Aristotle and Heraclitus and Parmenides and the Pythagoreans and yada. The best part is that Miller seems to have recognized that a culture’s prevailing philosophy controls the fate of the whole civilization despite the individual. He seems to recognize that philosophy underpins the ideas and values of individuals, and individuals pursuing their ideas and values steer the direction of the world—and that most individuals are influenced by what they soak up by default, that is, prevailing philosophy. But it’s delivered as brilliant, fictional narrative without the matter-of-factness of a textbook or original source. Consider—

Jon: Grahame.

Grahame: Real quickly, I promise. Consider this interaction in the first novella between Brother Francis and another monk. It’s Francis and Brother Jeris, who likes to antagonize him. Hold on.

Grahame begins searching his colored tabs again.

Jon: Grahame.

Grahame: Here! It’s short. Brother Francis is illuminating the blueprint of the circuit design that he found in the fallout shelter and Brother Jeris approaches him. Reading quickly:


“Brother Jeris, who had joined the apprentice copyroom at the same time as Brother Francis, seemed to enjoy teasing him about the project. ‘What, pray,’ he asked, squinting over Francis’ shoulder, ‘is the meaning of Transistorized Control System for Unit Six-B, learned Brother?’”

“‘Clearly it is the title of the document,’ said Francis, feeling slightly cross.”

“‘Clearly, but what does it mean?’”

“‘It is the name of the diagram which lies before your eyes, Brother Simpleton. What does Jeris mean?’”

“‘Very little, I’m sure,’ said Brother Jeris with mock humility. ‘Forgive my density, please. You have successfully defined the name by pointing to the creature named, which is truly the meaning of the name. But now the creature-diagram itself represents something, does it not? What does the diagram represent?’”

“‘The transistorized control system for unit six-B, obviously.’”

“Jeris laughed. ‘Quite clear! Eloquent! If the creature is the name, then the name is the creature. Equals may be substituted for equals, or the order of an equality is reversible, but may we proceed to the next axiom? If quantities equal to the same quantity may substitute for each other is true, then is there not some same quantity which both name and diagram represent? Or is it a closed system?’”

“Francis reddened. ‘I would imagine,’ he said slowly, after pausing to stifle his annoyance, ‘that the diagram represents an abstract concept, rather than a concrete thing. Perhaps the ancients had a systematic method for depicting pure thought. It’s clearly not a recognizable picture of an object.’”

“‘Yes, yes, it’s clearly _un_recognizable!’ Brother Jeris agreed with a chuckle.”

“‘On the other hand, perhaps it does depict an object, but only in a very formal or stylistic way—so that one would need special training or—’”

“‘Special eyesight?’”

“‘In my opinion, it’s a high abstraction of perhaps transcendental value expressing a thought of the Beatus Leibowitz.’”

“‘Bravo! Now what was he thinking about?’”

“‘Why—Circuit Design,’ said Francis, picking the term out of the block lettering at the lower right.’”

“‘Hmmm, what discipline does that art pertain to, Brother? What is its genus, species, property, and difference? Or is it only an accident?’”

“Jeris was becoming pretentious in his sarcasm, Francis thought, and decided to meet it with a soft answer. ‘Well, observe this column of figures, and its heading: Electronics Parts Numbers. There was once, an art or science, called Electronics, which might belong to both Art and Science.’”

“‘Uh-huh! Thus settling genus and species. Now as to the difference, if I may pursue the line. What was the subject matter of Electronics?’”

“‘That too is written,’ said Francis, who had searched the Memorabilia from high to low in an attempt to find clues which might make the blueprint slightly more comprehensible—but to very small avail. ‘The subject matter of Electronics was the electron,’ he explained.”

“‘So it is written, indeed. I am impressed. I know so little of these things. What, pray, was the electron?’”

“‘Well, there is one fragmentary source which alludes to it as a Negative Twist of Nothingness.’”

“‘What! How did they negate nothingness? Wouldn’t that make it a somethingness?’”

“‘Perhaps the negation applies to twist.’”

“‘Ah! Then we could have an Untwisted Nothing, eh? Have you discovered how to untwist a nothingness?’”

“‘Not yet,’ Francis admitted.”

“‘Well, keep at it, Brother! How clever they must have been, those ancients—to know how to untwist nothing. Keep at it, and you may learn how. Then we’d have the electron in our midst, wouldn’t we? Whatever would we do with it? Put it on the altar in the chapel?’”



Grahame, taking a deep breath and putting the book aside: Now. We might as well call Jeris a Parmenidian warrior attacking an unwitting Heraclitian. But then, you could know nothing about the history of philosophy and laugh here, and get some natural inkling about the hidden questions, and your brainstuff will start sliding and firing, and you’ll be thinking—

Jon, who has started vigorously bouncing his knee: Grahame. That’s enough, man. We’ve got funny Brother Francis and a stable of monks preserving grocery lists and science textbooks as sacred relics until Francis dies, and then comes the second novella with a genius scholar bringing civilization back with his rediscoveries amid the backdrop of war. What’s last?

Grahame: I didn’t say Francis dies.

Jon, looking at me: He dies.

Grahame: You’re an ass.

Jon: Are you going to finish?

Grahame: The third novella is Fiat Voluntas Tua.

Jon: English.

Grahame: May thy will be done.

Me: Ah.

Grahame, after considering Jon for a moment as if expecting him to interject: Society in the third book has progressed from city-states to being as advanced as it ever was—as we are now you could say. Space travel, computers (of a sort). It’s on the brink of war again, this time with nuclear weapons. So we’ve come from nuclear devastation to the brink of nuclear war, not least of which because of the work of the Leibowitzian monks, who are still around in the same abbey, which has been somewhat modernized. The suggestion from the author seems to be that Christianity, or mysticism in general, is indestructible. The year is three-thousand something or other, I think almost four-thousand AD. You’ve got the Atlantic Confederacy and the Asian Coalition at each other’s neck with threats of mutual destruction. The fate of the world is uncertain, so the abbot of the monastery at this time, Dom Zerchi, plans to ship some monks to offworld colonies to keep their Memorabilia safe and perhaps extend their work into the future should the worst-case scenario come to pass. And of course it does come to pass. And you see this happen through his eyes, Dom Zerchi. That’s all I’ll really say about it.

You start to see my point about the novel’s endlessness. The monks protected the scientific knowledge that brought the world to darkness so that the world could be brought again to light, and it was brought to light—here they are—but then the threat of darkness is there again because of their very effort. And now, off they might go to carry that knowledge to another colony, and on and on it goes, you imagine. It’s cynical, the idea that man can’t help but destroy himself. You heard the justification I quoted earlier. It’s fleshed out in masterful form. The book won the Hugo in 1961.

But let me say one more thing. At one point near the end of the novel, refugees from an area affected by a nuclear bomb are aided at the abbey by a humanitarian group led by doctors, whom the monks have allowed to operate there. When the abbot Dom Zerchi learns that the humanitarians are assisting with (and recommending) suicide to the hopeless cases, he argues from his faith with one of the doctors that he can no longer allow it. Therein follows forcible dialogue about suicide between the two characters. What is compelling is that the author himself, Walter M. Miller Jr, converted to Catholicism after WWII (during which he took part in the aerial bombing of the Benedictine Abbey at Monte Cassino). He also committed suicide by self-inflicted gun wound. In the context of his life, his religion, and his suicide, one can’t help but see that the book’s real center of mass might be a tragic dialogue between author and self. Here you have a man converted to Catholicism who writes a book wherein a monk and a doctor argue about the morality of suicide from the point of view of the monk, who later kills himself. In the final scenes is a visceral, deathbed self-examination by Zerchi, and you wonder whether he stands in for the author. Of course he does. You’ll just have to read it. That’s it. That’s the gist.

Jon, almost immediately: About that refugee camp.

Grahame’s jaw goes from slightly slack and pleased to closed, slowly, as if trying to hide from us some apprehension about what is about to come from Jon’s mouth.

Jon: Zerchi paints a sign for protesting the suicides after he learns about them, I remember. It’s powerful.


“Abandon every hope ye who enter here.”



Me: That’s Dante.

Jon: Ah, it is. Well. You don’t have to convince me. I agree the book is good. The prose is barefaced and immaculate. In my copy, there are peeks of low style, for example, the use of all caps when someone shouts. I have to believe the author called for it, not the editor. I love it, though, because it matches the humor. The low moments are always humorous, until they’re not, and the story carries you bouncing to its bitter end. It’s a shame he ripped off Dante there, though.

Grahame, tensely: Ripped off Dante? No one rips off Dante. It’s not possible. It’s obvious allusion.

Jon: Oh. Obviously. But it is ripping off when Schubert uses Miller’s line about doubt being applied to history for his line of code.

Grahame, after looking caught and pausing for too long: We haven’t even talked about what Schubert did. Let’s talk about what Schubert did.

Jon: I don’t want to talk about Schubert. I want to talk about A Canticle for Leibowitz.

Grahame, waving the book: One thing I’m surer of than the quality of this novel is that you came here to hear yourself talk. Go ahead.

Jon: You’ve been doing the talking. Looking at me: Have I spoken a fraction as much as he has? Back at Grahame: I wrote what I wrote about Faust in Space in my review and you took issue. Now we’re here to talk about Canticle. There are some things you haven’t talked about. Like Miller’s scattered but acute examination of nature and its relationship to man. For example, the circling buzzards, which recur in every novella. And the wolves that stalk Brother Francis in the desert in the first one. It’s as if Miller is not just attacking a Man-centric notion of Earth but asserting disdainfully that, evidenced by our outcomes, perhaps we have been placed here specifically to be carrion for the beasts, to prepare ourselves in a pot of war, salted with lead, to be eaten. Somewhere in the book is the joke that the buzzards are sentient and that they believe the world has been created especially for them—with all its human wartime corpses. Isn’t that in there?

Grahame, suspiciously: I hadn’t brought that up yet. Nodding at me: I was giving him a general idea about the book and—

Jon: And what about the powerful foreshadowing on the very first page. I didn’t notice it till the second time I read it because you have to know where the story is headed to catch it. When Brother Francis sees the pilgrim approaching during his fast—that’s another symbol you didn’t elaborate on but never mind—when Francis sees the pilgrim approaching, he doesn’t know who it is and he’s worried. He describes the pilgrim as an iota. Can you read that part?

Grahame, having already flipped to the first page at Jon’s mention of foreshadow, reads immediately:


“The iota suggested a tiny apparition spawned by the heat demons who tortured the land at high noon, when any creature capable of motion on the desert (except the buzzards and a few monastic hermits such as Francis) lay motionless in its burrow or hid beneath a rock from the ferocity of the sun.”



Jon: Keep going.

Grahame:


“Only a thing monstrous, a thing preternatural, or a thing with addled wits would hike purposefully down the trail at noon this way.”



Jon: There. See. The monk is talking about the pilgrim. But the author is talking about mankind and its march toward nuclear holocaust. Toward Megawar, as you said the term was that the author preferred.

Grahame sits silently, his eyes tracing the words back and forth on the page. His face is alight with revelation.

Jon: But you know the book better than me. Go on, expound some more. I’ve bought the film adaptation rights, so I want to make the book relevant again. You seem bent on that. So keep going.

Grahame looks up from the page with a flick of his chin, as if a fly bit his nose.

Grahame: You own adaptation rights to A Canticle for Leibowitz?

Jon, smiling as big as I’ve ever seen: Yep. Bought them, mmm, I guess not long before I wrote my review of Faust.

Grahame, looking at me: Did you know this?

Me, shaking my head quickly: No, huh-uh. No.

Grahame raises slowly from the picnic table and looks as if he is going to bring his fist down on it with his whole might, then stops short and points at Jon.

Grahame: I’m done with you. I’ve been done with you. You’re a manipulative ass. I’ve said it before.

Jon, still smiling: You must have forgotten.

Grahame can’t resist and slams his fist on the table, turns, and begins walking back to his car. Before he gets there, he lets out a brief howl that pulls to him the face of every patron in the vicinity of the castle ruins. Jon calls after him in mocking fun with a quote (I learned later) from Canticle:


“Heathen! Pagan! Desecrator!”



Me: This is not how this was supposed to go. Do you insist on digging at him? We didn’t get into anything I wanted to get into.

Jon, watching Grahame leave: That’s it. Yep. There he goes. Oh, you knew it would go this way. I told you he can’t converse very long without blowing up. Do you want to know a secret?

Me, resigned: What?

Jon: He’s right about A Canticle for Leibowitz. Funnily enough Time magazine called it intellectually lightweight when it came out. The irony is that it could only come off that way to an intellectual lightweight. It’s as strong as the genre gets. Don’t tell Grahame though. Near the end, when Zerchi is examining himself before he dies, there is a line something like,


“The trouble with being a priest was that you eventually had to take the advice you gave to others.”



I like the line. It sticks with me for some reason. Given the context, I guess.

Me: Wait, that monk dies too?

Jon: Grahame said that already.

Me: No, he said something about being on his deathbed.

Jon: Same thing.

Me: Not the same thing.

Jon: It’s all right. It doesn’t spoil anything. It’s just as he said—death and destruction isn’t the point.

Me: Do you really have adaptation rights?

Jon winks and I drop my head to the table.






A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court by Mark Twain

FORMATTING NOTES FOR SCOTT, IN CASE THIS MAKES IT:


	Indenting means Substack quote formatting.

	[[ ]] brackets means it’s a Substack image caption for the image above.

	The review starts with the quote below.




“How much is 9 times 6?”

“It is a mystery that is hidden from me by reason that the emergency requiring the fathoming of it hath not in my life-days occurred, and so, not having no need to know this thing, I abide barren of the knowledge.”



I’ve got to start using that.



A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is one of those stories I’m sure most people have at least heard of, particularly those with interest in uplift[1] and time-travel fiction, or maybe those who merely find extravagant author Mark Twain fascinating. He is a funny guy.

But who has actually read it? I can’t recall any particular plot details anyone’s ever mentioned to me. People bring up the name, sure, but if the story has kept a small level of cultural relevance, there has to be more to it than that. So I decided to give the novel a shot.

This story is from the same century as Dracula, and it’s got some subjective format flaws that can be hand-waved away by virtue of the times. Run-on sentences, weird formats, framing devices, Yankee’s got them all. And we must forgive Twain for it as we forgave Stoker.



Yankee starts with a little framing device that spoils the entire plot. A tourist is visiting an English castle and notices a bullet hole in one of the old armors, that a plaque identifies as surely done centuries after the fact.

The tourist hears a remark to the effect of “Nah, I was there when that bullet was shot. In fact, it was I who shot it!” from a man he had only recently met—our main character. Fascinated by him, the tourist gets him to tell his life story.

The way he tells it, our protagonist, Hank Morgan[2] was suddenly and without explanation transported from the nineteenth century West to sixth century England, and accosted by an armored, mounted knight.

[image: ][[My edition was wonderfully illustrated, and then I content-awared it into 16:9 monstrosities with Photoshop.]]

Trying diplomacy doesn’t work, the man barely even understands his words. He’s instantly captured by the knight, and carried to Camelot castle for imprisonment. Arthurian Knights apparently just… do this. Glory is entirely built upon how many random “miscreants” you catch and imprison, even if they did nothing wrong.

Hank reaches the room of the Round Table and is initially amazed by the grandiosity, but soon disappointed by the details. King Arthur is a man with good intentions but no critical thinking about his place in the world, Merlin is a manipulative bore with little or no true magical ability, and Arthur’s court is no better than uneducated thugs.

Hank learns: he is to be executed tomorrow!

But we must learn to expect better from our protagonist. After all, his old occupation turns out to be superintendent at an arms factory, with plenty of hands-on experience as a blacksmith, inventor, chemist… honestly, he does whatever a 19th century man can, for Twain’s purposes.

From his jail cell, he shouts for a page, Clarence (who will quickly become his biggest supporter) and instructs him to take a message to Arthur.


I paused, and stood over that cowering lad a whole minute in awful silence; then, in a voice deep, measured, charged with doom, I began, and rose by dramatically graded stages to my colossal climax, which I delivered in as sublime and noble a way as ever I did such a thing in my life:  "Go back and tell the king that at that hour I will smother the whole world in the dead blackness of midnight; I will blot out the sun, and he shall never shine again; the fruits of the earth shall rot for lack of light and warmth, and the peoples of the earth shall famish and die, to the last man!”



[image: ][[Remember that famous solar eclipse during Arthurian times? Hank does. Lucky.]]

The king buys it. As he’s tied to the stake, with Merlin vowing to have him quickly executed despite the threat, Hank takes advantage of the total solar eclipse. He will bring the sun back if Arthur bows to his demands! He is really lucky, and the king is really stupid.[3]

He doesn’t ask for riches, or for a way back to his time, which he’s skeptical they can provide anyway. He asks to become the right-hand man of the king. Lacking a better name, the peasants eventually settle on “The Boss” as the name for this new terrifying authority figure.

Most of the book thereinafter deals with The Boss’ attempt to uplift the Arthurian society into modern 19th century moral standards and technology.




In my experience boys are the same in all ages.  They don’t respect anything, they don’t care for anything or anybody.  They say “Go up, baldhead” to the prophet going his unoffending way in the gray of antiquity; they sass me in the holy gloom of the Middle Ages; and I had seen them act the same way in Buchanan’s administration; I remember, because I was there and helped.



The first quarter of Yankee is really hard to get through. I don’t know who said it, some old white guy probably, that all the best written works are crafted by people trying to say something about the human condition. The problem is, the story has nothing to say but “Dark Ages people dumb” until Hank gets on a horse and goes adventuring.

I got through it anyway. Throughout the novel, he never drops his rambling style of humor, like he’s giving a stand-up routine to every single person he’s talking to. And I say “he” instead of “his main character” because A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is a self-insert in all but name.

Right before the novel properly gets going, a damsel in distress (Alisande, later just Sandy, later the Boss’ wife) is retelling a chivalry tale to our main character. He spends a fair bit with her, since his first adventure involves saving her family from ogres, which turn out to be pigs and landowners respectively. He goes on this adventure because Arthur told him to get some field experience and heroic feats before a duel with a knight Hank offended. This is all a digression, but take note of it, it will become relevant later.

As Sandy tells it:


“—that Sir Uwaine smote Sir Marhaus that his spear brast in pieces on the shield, and Sir Marhaus smote him so sore that horse and man he bare to the earth, and hurt Sir Uwaine on the left side—”

“The truth is, Alisande, these archaics are a little too simple; the vocabulary is too limited, and so, by consequence, descriptions suffer in the matter of variety; they run too much to level Saharas of fact, and not enough to picturesque detail; this throws about them a certain air of the monotonous; in fact the fights are all alike:  a couple of people come together with great random—random is a good word, and so is exegesis, for that matter, and so is holocaust, and defalcation, and usufruct and a hundred others, but land! a body ought to discriminate—they come together with great random, and a spear is brast, and one party brake his shield and the other one goes down, horse and man, over his horse-tail and brake his neck, and then the next candidate comes randoming in, and brast his spear, and the other man brast his shield, and down he goes, horse and man, over his horse-tail, and brake his neck, and then there’s another elected, and another and another and still another, till the material is all used up; and when you come to figure up results, you can’t tell one fight from another, nor who whipped; and as a picture , of living, raging, roaring battle, sho! why, it’s pale and noiseless—just ghosts scuffling in a fog. Dear me, what would this barren vocabulary get out of the mightiest spectacle?—the burning of Rome in Nero’s time, for instance? Why, it would merely say, ‘Town burned down; no insurance; boy brast a window, fireman brake his neck!’  Why, that ain’t a picture!”



Rarely you find a writer using his self-insert to praise his own writing style, even in fanfiction circles! I for one would have to disagree with Mark-boy here, because even the most beautiful prose can get tiring when you overdo it as much as he did during the first part of the book. Really, if he was such a great writer, why did he die anyway? Checkmate, Clemens.

[image: ][[The Boss to Sandy: “Great Scott, can’t you understand a little thing like that?”]]

More seriously, I’d say the fact that the events of Sandy’s stories were repetitive was the real issue there. No fanciful coat of paint can fix a story with no forward movement.

Perhaps hypocritically, Twain flaunts his own failings immediately afterwards. Namely, having trouble giving characters unique, recognizable voices. He is not ashamed of this, even lampshading it when quoting a priest, “I remember every detail of what he said, except the words he said it in; and so I change it into my own words”. This is not the only time he makes fun of himself:


“This is not good form, Alisande.  Sir Marhaus the king’s son of Ireland talks like all the rest; you ought to give him a brogue, or at least a characteristic expletive; by this means one would recognize him as soon as he spoke, without his ever being named. It is a common literary device with the great authors.  You should make him say, ‘In this country, be jabers, came never knight since it was christened, but he found strange adventures, be jabers.’ You see how much better that sounds.”



One of his biggest flaws as a writer, and he turns it into jokes, like Scatman John turning his speech impediment into his greatest musical strength, or like book reviewers turning memes into similes.

Over time, Twain must have realized that the gimmick of a 19th century man telling poor uneducated people they were dumb was getting old, because Sandy finally gets back at him. She berates him over his habit to lord over her a mastery of modern concepts, which she could not possibly know herself, being a random sixth century girl. Hank realizes his mistake, and he becomes a more down-to-earth character after that.



After that rocky start, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court becomes a story about the ideals of Enlightenment versus the ideals of the Establishment. At the time, that was the Catholic Church and nobility in general.

The writer feels very strongly about this:


Well, it was a curious country, and full of interest.  And the people!  They were the quaintest and simplest and trustingest race; why, they were nothing but rabbits.  It was pitiful for a person born in a wholesome free atmosphere to listen to their humble and hearty outpourings of loyalty toward their king and Church and nobility; as if they had any more occasion to love and honor king and Church and noble than a slave has to love and honor the lash, or a dog has to love and honor the stranger that kicks him! Why, dear me, any kind of royalty, howsoever modified, any kind of aristocracy, howsoever pruned, is rightly an insult; but if you are born and brought up under that sort of arrangement you probably never find it out for yourself, and don’t believe it when somebody else tells you.  It is enough to make a body ashamed of his race to think of the sort of froth that has always occupied its thrones without shadow of right or reason, and the seventh-rate people that have always figured as its aristocracies—a company of monarchs and nobles who, as a rule, would have achieved only poverty and obscurity if left, like their betters, to their own exertions.

The most of King Arthur’s British nation were slaves, pure and simple, and bore that name, and wore the iron collar on their necks; and the rest were slaves in fact, but without the name; they imagined themselves men and freemen, and called themselves so.  The truth was, the nation as a body was in the world for one object, and one only:  to grovel before king and Church and noble; to slave for them, sweat blood for them, starve that they might be fed, work that they might play, drink misery to the dregs that they might be happy, go naked that they might wear silks and jewels, pay taxes that they might be spared from paying them, be familiar all their lives with the degrading language and postures of adulation that they might walk in pride and think themselves the gods of this world.  And for all this, the thanks they got were cuffs and contempt; and so poor-spirited were they that they took even this sort of attention as an honor.



Let us know what you really think, Clemens!


You see my kind of loyalty was loyalty to one’s country, not to its institutions or its office-holders.  The country is the real thing, the substantial thing, the eternal thing; it is the thing to watch over, and care for, and be loyal to; institutions are extraneous, they are its mere clothing, and clothing can wear out, become ragged, cease to be comfortable, cease to protect the body from winter, disease, and death.  To be loyal to rags, to shout for rags, to worship rags, to die for rags—that is a loyalty of unreason, it is pure animal; it belongs to monarchy, was invented by monarchy; let monarchy keep it.  I was from Connecticut, whose Constitution declares “that all political power is inherent in the people, and all free governments are founded on their authority and instituted for their benefit; and that they have at all times an undeniable and indefeasible right to alter their form of government in such a manner as they may think expedient.”

Under that gospel, the citizen who thinks he sees that the commonwealth’s political clothes are worn out, and yet holds his peace and does not agitate for a new suit, is disloyal; he is a traitor.  That he may be the only one who thinks he sees this decay, does not excuse him; it is his duty to agitate anyway, and it is the duty of the others to vote him down if they do not see the matter as he does.



Please, no more. We get it. (Imagine Mark Twain’s Twitter account!)

[image: ][[I’ll draw the king as a soyjak!]]

At one point, he visits Morgan Le Fay, evil witch extraordinaire, who abuses her power at every possible point—such as having a composer hanged for playing a bad piece of music at her feast. Of course, Morgan is terrified of The Boss, who among his current feats has the invention of dynamite and, of course, the banishment of the Sun itself.


The poor queen was so scared and humbled that she was even afraid to hang the composer without first consulting me.  I was very sorry for her—indeed, any one would have been, for she was really suffering; so I was willing to do anything that was reasonable, and had no desire to carry things to wanton extremities.  I therefore considered the matter thoughtfully, and ended by having the musicians ordered into our presence to play that Sweet Bye and Bye again, which they did.  Then I saw that she was right, and gave her permission to hang the whole band.



It is amusing, but I can’t help but think moments like these stop Yankee from delivering its intended message to the reader. They have trouble coexisting with an arc in which the main character is sold into slavery and vows to reform the social order.

[image: ][[The Boss is killing two birds with one stone, spreading the invention of soap and making knights look silly. I’m not joshing here, that’s his stated intention.]]

Slavery is where the story is going next, in fact. While The Boss has already been modernizing England by introducing toothpaste and top hats in-between helping damsels, that’s not enough for him. King Arthur is intrigued by The Boss’ intention in dressing up as a peasant and experiencing the troubles of a fellow man, and decides to join him.

Hank loves the idea. The issue is that the King is really, really bad at acting like anything other than a king:


“Now, sire, imagine that we are at the door of the hut yonder, and the family are before us.  Proceed, please—accost the head of the house.”

The king unconsciously straightened up like a monument, and said, with frozen austerity:

“Varlet, bring a seat; and serve to me what cheer ye have.”

“Ah, your grace, that is not well done.”

“In what lacketh it?”

“These people do not call each other varlets.”

“Nay, is that true?”

“Yes; only those above them call them so.”

“Then must I try again.  I will call him villein.”

“No-no; for he may be a freeman.”

“Ah—so.  Then peradventure I should call him goodman.”

“That would answer, your grace, but it would be still better if you said friend, or brother.”

“Brother!—to dirt like that?”

“Ah, but we are pretending to be dirt like that, too.”

“It is even true.  I will say it.  Brother, bring a seat, and thereto what cheer ye have, withal.  Now ’tis right.”



He manages, somewhat, and we get to the best part of the book. It’s already pretty evocative, a modern(ish) man and a King trying to pose as villeins to learn and experience their plights, but the writing also becomes more refined, and the egalitarian themes are reflected strongly in this arc.

Hank is filled with admiration, even though the King is kind of an idiot, as he enters the house of a dying woman with smallpox. He helps her see her (unresponsive) family one last time by personally taking their bodies to her, as one final nicety, no matter that the Church banned everyone from interacting and the risk of getting infected.

[image: ][[Manhood (non-derogatory).]]

The King and Hank go through pretty much every bad experience of the poor, but The Boss gets tired, stops their adventures and suddenly decides to show off to some wealthy peasants… for some reason, by buying them a lavish banquet and enumerating how much each item costs.


I paid no more heed than if it were the idle breeze, but, with an air of indifference amounting almost to weariness, got out my money and tossed four dollars on to the table.  Ah, you should have seen them stare!

The clerk was astonished and charmed.  He asked me to retain one of the dollars as security, until he could go to town and—I interrupted:

“What, and fetch back nine cents?  Nonsense!  Take the whole. Keep the change.”

There was an amazed murmur to this effect:

“Verily this being is made of money!  He throweth it away even as if it were dirt.”

The blacksmith was a crushed man.



I still don’t understand where Twain was going with this—is he making a point about smug rich peasants that nonetheless pale in comparison to someone like The Boss? Did he just want to explain to the reader the difference between true wealth and merely having more money? Kind of mean-spirited considering the rest of the book. It gets out hand quickly, as the Boss jokingly accuses them of treason for a technicality, which they take very seriously, erupting into a fight.

I cannot overstate how confusing that whole chapter was. Please, dear literary experts in the audience, explain it to me.

They quickly escape before the situation escalates even further. As they reach a major town, the King and Hank fall for one of the classic blunders—being mistaken for slaves and having no proof of not being slaves. You’d think this would be the darkest arc of the book, with The Boss at his most desperate, to the point of brutally attacking a man to escape—who turns out to be a random guy instead of their slave driver—and get word out to Clarence at Camelot through a secretly installed telegraph network. As he waits for rescue, Arthur has no choice but to murder the slave-master himself, and frees everyone else.

The climax of this little arc is reached. The Boss is recaptured and set to be hanged with the other attempted escapees. Turns out, his fellow slaves sold him out to the guards, because they didn’t want him to go free when they were captured themselves, in a fucked up crab-bucket style situation.[4] All seems lost, the knights are too far way to get the horses ready and reach them in time.

Luckily, Clarence comes through, with Lancelot and his knights riding bicycles to the city!

[image: ][[Remember: this story was written in the nineteenth century.]]

For a second, I really thought the story would end with Arthur being hanged as a slave, the ultimate tragicomic fate for someone who embodied the status quo. It would have at least said something, and been better than the ending we ended up getting. More on that soon.

The boys return to Camelot. It’s time to settle the duel with that knight The Boss offended 300 pages ago.

[image: ]

In a shocking display of power-fantasy isekai self-insert writing, The Boss lassoes the knight to the ground and fucks him up with a revolver—readers will notice this is the source of the bullet hole at the beginning of the story—then kills every single knight that challenges him after that.


Bang!  One saddle empty.  Bang! another one.  Bang—bang, and I bagged two.  Well, it was nip and tuck with us, and I knew it. If I spent the eleventh shot without convincing these people, the twelfth man would kill me, sure. And so I never did feel so happy as I did when my ninth downed its man and I detected the wavering in the crowd which is premonitory of panic. An instant lost now could knock out my last chance.  But I didn’t lose it. I raised both revolvers and pointed them—the halted host stood their ground just about one good square moment, then broke and fled.



And that’s that for the duel, and for anyone willing to ever challenge The Boss again. Time for a timeskip.



This paragraph comes from much earlier in the novel, but let’s pretend it came after the above scene:


Something of this disagreeable sort was turning up every now and then.  I mean, episodes that showed that not all priests were frauds and self-seekers, but that many, even the great majority, of these that were down on the ground among the common people, were sincere and right-hearted, and devoted to the alleviation of human troubles and sufferings.



Finally, Mark Twain’s character arc is complete. His Author Tract has been defeated, and he’s finally realized the outgroup is not necessarily always evil. I for one can not wait for the final part of the novel where all these themes will be reflected and resolved to a reader’s satisfaction, with more measured main character and villains at the helm.

…Nah.

In the final part of the book, the Catholic Church poisons Hank’s daughter and tricks him into leaving the country so she can recover via Healthy French Air, well-known panacea. Then, over the next three years, they demolish everything he’s created, kill the reformed King Arthur, and take over.

Hank learns this soon after getting back to the country and finding a few dozen hidden conspirators headed by the newly hypercompetent Clarence, waiting for his return. The rest of England has been fully taken over by the Church. Not one of Hank’s lessons or technologies sunk in.

[image: ][[Every priest is really fat in Arthur’s time. Maybe they’re also from Connecticut?]]

The Church discovers he’s back. After a tense battle, Hank and Clarence conveniently blow up all their factories as traps for the Church’s soldiers, and officially bury the age of chivalry and knights. However, it’s a bittersweet victory, for they’ve sent the country to the Dark Ages again. To really turn things for the worse, Merlin sneaks in, dressed as a woman, and for once pulls out a spell that actually works—putting Hank to sleep for thirteen centuries.

He wakes up in the present day, and right after telling his story to a stranger and making the novel go full circle, succumbs to a mysterious disease and dies. His final thoughts are joyful—he’s going to reunite with his wife and daughter in Heaven.[5]

I firmly believe Twain wrote himself into a corner here—by consequence of his own prologue, Hank had to somehow survive alone into the modern day, and that could not happen if wizardry was fake after all. Personally, I would have just released the book without a prologue and with a better ending. Screw paradoxes, I would have liked to see The Boss’ techno-medieval world. I would have liked a reformed Arthur helping him with it. Hell, I would have even enjoyed a Merlin redemption arc. The story went way too hard on him for no reason.

I cannot stress this enough, this ending ruins the entire story. You can either have a serious high fantasy tragedy, or a wacky comedy about staging an industrial revolution under King Arthur’s nose. Similarly, none of Hank’s attempts to enlighten the plebs seem to amount to anything. The Church continues to have infinitely arbitrary power even when the brunt of the story was spent on having The Boss reduce their sphere of influence. The writer put a bunch of conflicting ideas into Yankee, and there’s the inevitable result: a huge mess.

Is this why people never recommend this story anymore, I asked myself when I reached the last page and saw that yes, this was the ultimate conclusion to all of Hank’s adventures—his entire family dead, the Church taking over, all his progress erased. At least the brunt of the story was really funny,[6] so it doesn’t feel like a waste of my time, only a waste of potential. And hey, we all learned a little about how the 19th century viewed the 6th!

[image: ]

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is available at Project Gutenberg, in beautifully illustrated form.




Notes


[1]

Uplift is a recently popular genre where a modern human brings technology and other cultural knowledge--say, medical practices, like in the web serial Castle Kingside--to a less advanced society. You often see this with time-travel stories, but Uplift stories focus on the process of training the people, spreading the tech, etc. I’ve actually had trouble finding that specific definition online (I guess this is close), but the genre is well known in certain circles.



[2]

It’s easy to forget his name, the entire thing is written in first person and apparently ‘Hank’ is only in there twice.



[3]

I expected at one point we’d get some kind of explanation as to why he was sent to one day before a total solar eclipse he, for some reason, knows the exact date of. He’s not even an astronomer! We never get a justification. Some isekai protagonists get a smartphone, this guy got astro-serendipity.



[4]

This is surely not social commentary in any way whatsoever.



[5]

Oh no, Hank has won the victory over himself. He loves the Catholic Church!



[6]

I’m sure it was even funnier in Twain’s time, which I suppose was filled with the kind of garbage generic knight tales Sandy told. I am after all reading a work well after the culture it’s responding to died.






A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix by Edwin H. Friedman




	Introduction: “No Good Deed Will Go Unpunished.”




On the first page of “A Failure of Nerve,” Edwin H. Friedman launches his troubling thesis with this unforgettable statement:

“…when anxiety reaches certain thresholds, 'reasonableness and honesty’ no longer defend against illusion, and then even the most learned ideas can begin to function as superstition.”

He continues, with words that could have been penned yesterday:

"I believe there exists throughout America today a rampant sabotaging of leaders who try to stand tall amid the raging anxiety-storms of our time. It is a highly reactive atmosphere pervading all the institutions of our society--a regressive mood that contaminates the decision-making processes of government and corporations at the highest level, and, on the local level, seeps down into the deliberations of neighborhood church, synagogue, hospital, library and school boards. It is "something in the air" that affects the most ordinary family no matter what its ethnic background. And its frustrating effect on leaders is the same not matter what their gender, race, or age."

The book was first published in 1999, but Ed Friedman was conveying timeless truths.

If you’ve led an institution for any length of time, you’ve probably had moments when you’ve wondered, “Who the hell would want this job?” (at least if they only understood what that leadership entailed!) Whether it’s a tech startup or a family, university or book club, a hospital or the board of elders–same discouragement, same weariness, same taste of burnout threatening to claim you.

Maybe you can remember how your role held such promise at first, but now the joy has evaporated. You can tell you’ve “lost your shine” in the eyes of the energetic crew you’ve been leading; they may even have been replaced with a set of minions who, while appearing identical, are hollow-eyed and slow to carry out their duties. Added to all this, a sea of troubles is looming on the horizon, threatening to capsize the whole enterprise. After an extended period of floundering along hopelessly, maybe, like Ender Wiggin, you just want “out.”

[image: ]

[If they tell you that they don’t know that failure is inevitable–but that you’re the best hope they’ve got–maybe run if you can? Not that they necessarily said that to Ender in so many words!]




	Give me the takeaways before I close out this tab and get on with my life!!!



Okay, okay, you say you don’t have time for this unless I can “boil down” a 250-page book into a few critical principles? You’ll stop reading if I don’t tell you how to fix most of your thorny leadership quandaries within the next 200 words? Fine, fine! Here you go!


	When the going gets tough, the way to win is to bust out your “I have a dream” speech.

	“Playfulness can get you out of a rut faster than seriousness can.”

(direct quote!)

	Amid the challenges of leadership, managing anxieties (yours–and, by extension–the anxieties of the members of your institution as well) may be your most crucial responsibility.



The first of these three pops onto the scene as a surprise answer to the question of what you do whether you’re utterly at the breaking point from an onslaught of internal opposition–or even if you’re just facing another wearying round of garden-variety employee sabotage. But maybe it shouldn’t be so surprising that when confronted with sabotage from below, a leader should stop the show right then and there to ask, “What are we here for in the first place?” Because the true answer to “Why are you making me changes that are inconvenient to me personally?” or “Teacher, she has something that I don’t; why can’t I have that?” isn’t to humor those childish impulses by responding to them on their own terms. It’s to lift up the eyes of everyone who’s present to a much greater vision. It’s for that vision–and not for yourself–that you make demands on the time, energy and attention of the members of your team.

The second line–on the power of humor–is full of life and encouragement, applicable in situations where it’s expected, but especially where it’s unexpected. It’s neded in some of the darkest moments: contending with the most immature, recalcitrant members of one's organization–those who can be neither reasoned nor negotiated with–and navigating one's own health crises. (which also typically cannot be reasoned with or negotiated with.)

The third insight is threaded throughout the entire text, from start to finish–as is suitable, because it is indeed in the title of the book.

Now you’ve gotten the “cheapo buffet” introduction, if you’re ready for something more substantive such as: What Each Of Those Things Even Mean, or–also popular on the menu–What The Author Means When He Says “Leader,” then carry on! Have I got a show for you!


	“When the Going Gets Tough… Give your “I Have a Dream” Speech?”



[image: ]

So Ed Friedman presents a vision of the chaos, anxiety, and bottom-up sabotaging in present-day America. Then, he tells the story of how, after he published his book “Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and Synagogue”, he received phone calls from leaders across the country asking for help. It was instructive.

At first, he was “listening to the details of their experience, trying to learn more about his own theories.” But soon, the content of those conversations prompted him to make an unexpected shift in how he handled them. He recounts that he:


“...stopped listening to the content of everyone's complaints [about their leadership struggles] and, irrespective of the location of their problem or the nature of their institution, began saying the exact same thing to everyone__: "You have to get up before your people and give an 'I Have a Dream' speech."



To determine what we think of the relevance of this coaching tactic, though, we need to know more about where these people “found themselves” at the point when they called him. Remember, these were people invested enough–or desperate enough–that, after reading a book about the intergenerational nature of dynamics that sustain weird norms and drive crises of their communities, they picked up their landline, dialed up the author, and asked for help. He explained the pattern he saw:


“...one day I realized that almost everyone who called was functioning in a reactive, defensive way and failing to define his or her own position clearly. They had become so focused on the aches and pains (the pathology) in the system that they had been thrown off course by the complaints… stopped supplying vision__, or burned out fighting the resistance; they had ceased to be the strength in the system. In short they had forgotten to lead.__”



Even so, I realize that getting to give the exact same advice to everyone who calls for leadership help sounds like it’s too good to be true! Wouldn’t it be less valuable than customized individual counseling? Nonetheless, he chronicles the success of the ones who took him up on his idea:


“The outcome was dramatic! Most of those who followed through with what I had suggested found that the chaos in their group soon waned.”



So that’s the people who could see a path to taking that advice. Good. What else?


“There was, however, another group of "leaders" who were absolutely desperate to stay in their position. They might have been at an age where it would be difficult to find another job, or their spouse had finally found the position of a lifetime, or their kids had just one more year to finish high school. As they put it, "to have to leave right now would be a family tragedy." Yet, when they heard my advice—that the way out of their dilemma was not some quick-fix technique to apply to others but rather a matter of developing their own self-differentiation—their nerve failed them, and they quit their position rather than having to grow.”



These leaders needed to be willing to face their own selves. Our society’s traditional models for how to help leaders falls short, only providing one more way to evade doing the tough work needed to usher in true, lasting change.


	What kind of leader are we even talking about?



[image: She may be small, but she's decisive.]


[She is small, but she is decisive.]

PC: “The Little Maidservant of Naaman’s Wife,” William Hatherell, created circa 1910. (via: www.meisterdrucke.com)



Near the beginning of the book, Friedman explains another shift in the way he counseled–this, especially in a family context. Rather than making heroic efforts to get family members to talk to each-other, and to engage people who didn’t want to be in the sessions, he:


“…began to search instead for the member with the greatest capacity to be a leader as I have defined it. That person generally turned out to be the one who could express himself or herself with the least amount of blaming and the one who had the greatest capacity to take responsibility for his or her own emotional being and destiny.”




	“Playfulness will get you out of a rut more successfully than seriousness.”




Decades ago… back in the 1980s, my dad’s job involved sending hard copies of reams of data from one office to another. The security protocols were onerous, in spite of the fact that the already-boring data was anonymized.  He’d ask his boss, “Is all this worth the trouble? If someone wanted to get at it, our protocols aren’t actually enough to prevent that.” I think there really was no good thing for his boss to say to that. But my dad remembers his response perfectly: The boss walked over to the window and looked down at the busy city streets below. Then he said conspiratorially, “There’s people out there who would kill for this stuff.”




	Key to the Kingdom: Managing your Minions’ Anxieties–and Your Own as Well.




Years ago, I watched my closest friend lead a team (he put forth superhuman efforts to keep it from becoming a faction, really.) in an organization that was fraught with quarrels–serious long-standing relational frictions from long before he came on the scene. The people in the larger organization really wanted his program to become awesome; however, they wanted to see the awesome results immediately, and preferably as a result of their own brilliance (in providing solutions for him to implement). Magic button-ism. Their anxieties were constantly on display as they cast about for “what other people did that worked”-type scenarios in their pathetic, despair-ridden cluelessness.

As you can imagine, that sucked.

You can only do so much, but some kind of catharsis helps. So some days, I’d catch him playing the same song on infinite loop. (but it was a good song!) Some days, we’d watch an episode of The West Wing together, and laugh harshly, and say “YES, THAT!” (Oh yeah–I was his right hand in the operation.) Because it really is “lonely at the top.” There really are things you can’t freely explain to the minions (or the “outside world,” for that matter!) about the obnoxious constraints that bind you. You can’t go ahead and “share” quite how high your uncertainty is for even the most important decisions you make in this work–lest they catch your fears.




	Vision: An asset beyond price.



[image: ]
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	Intergenerational shitstorms: a possible ceiling on growth.



If you read this book, you might find yourself motivated to “work on” your family-of-origin issues. I notice I stated this topictitle  in the negative, rather than the positive. This is probably because I’m someone who had not-perfect relationships with members of my family-of-origin when I was a newly-fledged adult, and has seen (I mean, and participated in!) them grow better and closer. I’m sure there are other people who’ve weathered a similar storm, braced themselves, and come out on the other side to find their heart’s desire, so I don’t want to put myself out there as a special expert in this area. (unless I do.)

Am I going to tell you that “moving forward” in the strength of healthy leadership, has “fixing your relationships” with parents and siblings as a prerequisite? No! Am I going to claim that even if you’re motivated to, you can unilaterally fix family-of-origin relationships? No! (Not because I strongly believe it’s impossible to do that unilaterally, but because I don’t know. But even if I did, it might not help you much if I say so right now!)

You don’t have to fix it now-now, but you might be motivated to if you read this book. However, the author’s main pitch is for understanding the dynamic of them. (And since you were probably already mashing your brain against the problem in frustration, why not try for a little understanding?)

But the author says it better:


‘In any type of institution whatsoever, when a self-directed, imaginative, energetic, or creative member is being consistently frustrated and sabotaged rather than encouraged and supported, what will turn out to be true one hundred percent of the time, regardless of whether the disrupters are supervisors, subordinates, or peers, is that the person at the very top of that institution is a peace-monger. By that I mean a highly anxious risk-avoider, someone who is more concerned with good feelings than with progress, someone whose life revolves around the axis of consensus, a "middler," someone who is so incapable of taking well-defined stands that his "disability" seems to be genetic, someone who functions as if she had been filleted of her backbone, someone who treats conflict or anxiety like mustard gas—one whiff, on goes the emotional gas mask, and he flits. Such leaders are often ''nice," if not charming.’




	Q&A: Comparing, Contrasting. Context-Contemplating



Q1: Is this a Christian Book™?

When I call up this book on The Internet Archive, (where you can read it for free!) I see that “Religion - Christian Life” is typical of the tags it has. I find this strange. The author has been consulted by lots of churches. Maybe some Christians who were really grateful for his work were involved in adding it to that library!

But, please be assured that:


	You WON’T get tons of anecdotes about specifically churches, NOR will you get anecdotes written in inscrutable “churchy” language.

	You WILL get irreverence.

	You WON’T get a dude trying to promote American Evangelical “niceness culture.” On the contrary, you will get a dude whose words cut against “nice” weaksauce [lameass leaders who don’t wield their authority with strength]. He’s even put on display the devastation and damage that enables. Witness:




“The regression came about because the moderator (that is, the leader) of the panel was a "nice guy" (a former minister and president of a local educational institution) who did not have the temerity to set limits on this person's invasiveness. He was more concerned to assuage her hurt feelings, to right her perceived slight, and to keep good feelings going in the community. By letting her speak and guiding the panel in a discussion of her remarks, he thereby adapted the entire community to her demands…”




	You WILL get a badass author who’s advised parents and presidents, CEOs and educators, healers and generals, leaders in synagogues, and leaders in churches.



Q2: Do you have any disclaimers for me?

There’s a few disclaimers to this book. For one, this guy hates the word “empathy.” I love it!! Whatcha gonna do? Well, I know I’m gonna do–try to figure out what he means by “empathy” (in case it’s different from mine, which I treasure so!) and what his deal is. (Oh, right–it’s such a big deal that he tells it to us!) Lastly, I’ll try to test if his claims are right, and then reconcile that with what I’m thinking–whether I’m using a different meaning for the same word, or I have some tweaking and updating of my model of Reality ahead of me.

The next thing you need to know is that the author was unable to finish writing the book before he died. That’s right; it was a mostly-finished manuscript, a collection of notes, and a set of overall intentions about “where he was going” with it all. Family members and associates helped put it into the form it is today, on the basis that this is just to valuable to not have. (Additionally, it had a lively “underground” following as the contents of the book were passed from person to person before it was published. That definitely encouraged people to keep going with the project!) So, it has some of the flaws you’d expect from that.

Also, he is probably not great when he gets into science metaphors! And he really likes his science metaphors! He draws one major model from neuroscience and metaphors from cell biology and contemporary physics. (Is nothing sacred?) For this, I’ve settled on, “He’s good at what he’s good at, and I’ll assume maybe he thinks he knows more than he does outside his specialties. Like most people.” He makes it clear that he thinks that building his models of leadership requires him to contemplate the current state-of-the-art within the sciences. Who knows? Maybe he’s HAS benefitted from thinking about them.

For example, when he describes an unethical study dubbed “the Executive Monkey Experiment,” he mis-remembers some of the procedural details–the experiment involved control over electric shocks, not having access to food supply. The ‘executive monkey’ didn’t have the power to get food for the pair; It had the power to use a lever to pause the shock for 20 seconds. However, it was unable to stop all shocks. The inaccuracy in the book might have been repaired if he’d gone through a conventional editing-and-publishing cycle. (It may even be fixed in the newest edition: I haven’t seen it!) Here it is as it’s described in the 2007 edition:


“An effort was made to give monkeys ulcers or to promote some other kind of somatic disturbance through frustration. The monkey was taught how to get food and then frustrated when it finally learned. But no amount of frustration seemed to create the desired somatic dysfunction. Then someone got the bright idea to make the monkey responsible for getting food for other monkeys; then, they claimed, they did produce a somatic disturbance. Whether or not the experiment was scientifically valid, [due to the fact it was not repeated] it captures an existential reality.”



But the point wasn’t the experiment itself, he seems to be saying; the point was to darkly underline the unique vulnerability of leaders. It’s black humor: Merely putting an intelligent creature in unavoidable pain won’t lead to its demise. The thing to do is to put it in charge of the well-being of itself and at least one other amid a hopeless situation.

For the last of my disclaimers: unsurprisingly, the book is also not written with an eye towards political-correctness. It’s certainly not written specifically to primarily offend political sensibilities, but to get the job done. Take what you can; leave what you can’t.

However, he writes his own disclaimers pretty well at the end of the introduction. Here’s some of those:


“In closing, let the reader beware how subtly radical some of the ideas that follow may be. Perhaps subversive is a better word, though not in an obviously confrontational way. Readers may find that the ideas here conflict with what they have always assumed to be the eternal truths of their profession, their politics, their understanding of life, or, sometimes (and perhaps most disturbing), their therapy.”



In other words, if everything here sounds so conventional as to be unquestionably acceptable to you, you’re not understanding it. On the other hand, if you think he’s just out to be needlessly provocative–well, maybe he caves into that temptation a little, but it was never the main point!

Q3: How does the content of this book compare to other books on leadership, counseling, etc.?

Now this book and Brene Brown's work would not seem to be compatible. Brown LOVES the word empathy, and is constantly talking about vulnerability. Can the philosophy of leadership she's putting forward possibly fit with Friedman's? (This section flowed out of a dispute with a friend. Skip if uninteresting.)

Actually, Friedman has some things to say about the inherent vulnerability of pursuing a private vision that diverges from that of all those around you! In his list of five qualities necessary for trailblazing explorers, #2 is, "A willingness to be exposed and vulnerable."

He explains:


One of the major limitations of imagination's fruits is the fear of standing out. It is more than a fear of criticism. It is anxiety at being alone, of being in a position where one can rely little on others, a position that puts ones own resources to the test, a position where one will have to take total responsibility for ones own response to the environment. Leaders must not only not be afraid of that position; they must come to love it.



Fear of standing out. Of being alone and utterly unable to rely on others.

Okay, but Brene Brown is talking about relational vulnerability. In theory, relational vulnerability will nurture the connections between you and your team members so you won’t be alone, right? Yes, but you can’t rely on never having to stand alone. In a workshop with some bankers, Brown asked them what was the biggest issue they were facing in their industry. “Ethical decision making!” someone shouted out nervously after a frenzied back and forth. Brown recounts how she responded to this:


I took a deep breath and asked, “Has anyone here ever stood up to a team or group of people and said, ’This is outside our values’ or ‘This is not in line with our ethics’?”

Most people in the room raised a hand.

“And how does that feel?”

The room got quiet. I answered for them. "There's probably not a single act at work that requires more vulnerability than holding people responsible for ethics and values, especially when you're alone in it or there's a lot of money, power, or influence at stake. People will put you down, question your intentions, hate you, and sometimes try to discredit you in the process of protecting themselves. So if you don't ‘do’ vulnerability, and/or you have a culture that thinks vulnerability is weakness, then it's no wonder ethical decision-making is a problem."

_–_Brene Brown in "Dare to Lead"



Sounds like she's pushing the value of integrity just like Friedman did!

Additionally, Brown catalyzed that difficult conversation by taking a stand against a group that started out pretty resistant to what she had to bring. After discovering that the bankers she was doing a workshop with were wondering what she was even doing there and weren’t afraid to ask her directly—she responded in kind:


“Tomorrow is my last day in London and I really want to visit James Smith & Sons let's try to figure out why I'm here and if we can't, I'm out.”



So, you see Brown saying in her own polite, southern way, "If you have no time for me, I have no time for your bullshit."—but also acknowledging that both sides have a part to play in bridging the "gap" between them. And a shared interest in doing so. So she's demonstrating the kind of “non-anxious sometimes-challenging presence” Friedman advises leaders to have, in addition to saying things that agree with him.

Additionally, the view she pushes for on the limitations on creativity parallel Friedman's thinking:


“What's the most significant barrier to creativity and innovation?" [Brown asks.]

Kevin [Surace] thought about it for a minute and said, “I don't know if it has a name, but honestly, it's the fear of introducing an idea and being ridiculed, laughed at, and belittled. If you're willing to subject yourself to that experience, and if you survive it, then it becomes the fear of failure and the fear of being wrong. People believe they're only as good as their ideas and that their ideas can't seem too "out there" and they can't "not know" everything.



Sounds like the same core problem Friedman is concerned about, with an extra “side-helping” of an inability to handle ambiguity. Checks out.

Lastly, if Brown’s choice to name the whole book after a turn of phrase from "The Man in the Arena” from a Teddy Roosevelt speech, and explain that's where it gets its title from, yeah, it sounds like maybe criticism and sabotage from the ones who are led is at least an eensy-weensie bit of a concern in her mind too. In fact, it looks like her ideal version of a leader has a lot in common with those praised in "A Failure of Nerve"! (Oh, in support of this, there's also all the parts where she points out that leadership is messy, calls for every last cell of commitment, and wears you down.)

So I'm saying that the two have got some commonality; there's some overlap. Feel free to read both and grab an eclectic toolkit of what you can pull from each: The space that they're mapping is large. It's easy for one author to be "zoomed" in on one set of details that's never "in focus" for the other. If they appear to contradict each-other in some things, so what? Maybe one is wrong about something! Or both! Scratch that, I can almost guarantee that BOTH are wrong about something. Because human.


	Conclusion: The Only Way to Avoid this is to Waste your Life.



The only way to avoid these dreadful hazards is to waste your life: You need to refuse to take responsibility, to constantly cower in fear, (and frequently bring others down with you) to allow your only growing passions to be a life-sucking hunger for somebody else to fix your problems for you. (or, perhaps, to give you the “perfect technique for fixing your problems”--in which case you’re holding out for something that does not exist.)

But, dear reader, I don’t think you will. You will be drawn into leadership not necessarily because you are inherently good at it, (I suppose some people are; I’m not sure that’s always as much of an advantage as we might think.) but because you have desires for good things. If not a CEO who makes things work, then maybe a raid boss who makes things work. Maybe you aren’t currently called upon to reorder the structures of Society At Large, but you’re needed to tamp down some chaos on a small Discord server. If it’s not the mewling cry of your firstborn child that ushers you into a new and terrifying era of awe-inspiring leadership demands, perhaps it will be the cry for help you get in a short note from someone you’ve been mentoring.

The question is not whether you will ever have an opportunity to lead; it is whether you will do it well or badly when you DO have an opportunity to lead. Whether you will do it with confidence in the face of being constantly-challenged, or a crushed and despairing heart in the face of being constantly-challenged.

I say this, yet… maybe there is one more sort of person to think of. You are the ones who, if you read the book, might wonder if you’re seeing yourself depicted among the “irresponsible” and the “recalcitrant”… the chronic complainers in a workplace, or the black sheep among the siblings in your family. Your integrity is about as present and reliable as the security of an ancient walled city with all its walls knocked down. Your consumption of emotional resources from those around you resembles, by analogy, that of the proverbial goldfish: you grow to fill the tank. And maybe it hurts you, to even think about that.

I guess… the book would advise you to “sit with” the pain to get to the good results on the other side. And this is good advice, if literally telling you to do something uncomfortable! (Also, you can get better at “sitting with” this discomfort, fear, and discouragement. Rome need not be built in a day.) But maybe you won’t be motivated to do this hard work for me or for some random guy who wrote a book 20+ years ago! So the author himself would probably advise me, “Don’t bother with them; find the responsible people adjacent to them, and help those people who are in their church, or their family, or their team.” But I’m not talking to any of those people, am I? I’m talking to you.

So I will go off-script and add a note of hope. If you can find your way back up to the surface of the ocean before drowning in despair, there’s a reward for you beyond mere survival. Let me whisper this: There is always a scarcity of leaders. And you can be a leader at any level. Find a way to get some integrity and some self-control–and also some laughter–and leadership may well find you. If and when you make it to the other side of the clichéd “dark tunnel'' you're passing through, someone else will want your help and your guidance. And in spite of all I’ve said about how terrible leadership can be… to the weary and the jaded leaders reading this as well, it’s one of the more wonderful things in the world.

Thanks for help with reviewing and editing to: P, RC, G, N, and NZ. Thanks also to Ey and TOTS for help with a past book review, so I would even try this again.






A History of the Ancient Near East

Introduction

Shortly before my birthday, I got a message from a good friend of mine: "Hey, what do you want for your birthday?". Well, not exactly, because it was obviously going to be a book. So I got some photos of books and I choose my birthday present. I know, it sounds lame, but I'm happy because I choose wisely. I chose one that looked... neutral, or almost boring: A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000-323 BC , by Marc Van De Mieroop

I chose wisely because most books have some kind of agenda, they want to convince you of something. This, however, is just plainly informative. When something is clear-cut and there is expert consensus on the matter, Marc explains why the consensus is as it is (I'll just call him Marc during the whole thing). And when something is a matter of debate, Marc lifts up the veil and explains the basics of what the debate is about, and what are the main arguments of each side. He may hint about which side looks more convincing to him, but doesn't expect you to share his opinion. And of course, whether you agree with him on some issues or not, you'll still walk away from the book having learnt something of value. If you have some >10 years old son/nephew/etc who is into history, this would be a good gift.

This comes quite clear in sentences like this one, from the introduction:

The goal of this book is to give an introduction to a rich and fascinating topic that can be examined in many ways and from many different perspectives. It is A history, not THE history. The goal is not to write the definitive history of this region and era of human history, but to inspire readers to engage in their own journey through this world of the Ancient Near East.

(Short disclaimer. I read it in Spanish, and I am translating from Spanish, so your copy may have a different/better wording).

This reminds me of something that Romanian historian Lucian Boia used to say. If I understood him correctly, he said that the search of history "exactly as it was" is hopeless; we can only achieve A history that we can all agree to take on as THE history. The difference between history and fiction or myth, is that historians are not immune to facts, that is, they kind of aim towards being good Rationalists.

Bird's view of the content

One of the main gains I have made from this book was to get some order in my head and give me a structure for this period of history. I have read and listened quite a bit about ancient history, which was quite useful to successfully overcome my fundamentalist religious upbringing, but there were always some areas that stayed kind of nebulous. This book does a great job of explaining clearly the history by dividing it into some significative periods, that give sense to the scattered facts one may have in mind. So at least it can be a bit easier to remember what came before/after what.

In short, the structure of this story is as follows:


	City-States (4000-1500 AC) 1.1. Origins of Civilization: agriculture, ceramics, writing, etc. 1.2. First cities 1.3. City-States, that is, cities that control some territory around them 1.4. First centralised kingdoms, where one city dominates other cities around it. 1.5. The Dark Age, a period of which we know very little.

	Empires, in plural (1500-900 AC) 2.1. First empires, treating each other as equals, with a few small vassals each 2.2. The collapse in 1200 AC 2.3. The Rebirth of Civilization after the collapse

	ONE Empire (900-323 AC) 3.1. First hegemonic empire, that is, that dominates the whole Ancient Near East: Asiria 3.2. (Medes and) Babilonians 3.3. Persia



And after Persia this ends because Alexander the Great from Macedon conquers the whole thing and makes it turn kind of Greek, but that's another story for another book. Now, with this structure in mind, the different historical data have a place to take root.

This is a process, at the broadest of levels, of progressive centralisation of political power in the area. It takes them a few dozen centuries, but at the end we have the Persian Empire, where one guy rules over the whole area and calls himself, among many other humble things, "King of Kings".

This was a description of the "when". It's worth having also a short description of the "where", in case someone didn't pay attention in Geography class. The best description, of course, is a map from Wikipedia:

[image: ]

There, now I saved you a trip to Wikipedia. (By the way, quick reminder to contribute to Wikipedia, it's one of humanity's greatest achievements). Almost anything you need to know to navigate the places mentioned is in this map. Marc seems to use the word "Babylonia" to refer to the whole south of Mesopotamia, which in the map appears as "Sumer". It was a bit confusing at first (specially because in Spanish both Babylonia and Babylon were translated as "Babilonia"), but at least it's consistent during the whole book; and it kind of makes sense, because the city of Babylon dominated the area often, and it's the most famous one for those who are not familiarised with the topic. It's way more likely that you've heard of Babylon, but not of Uruk, Ur, Lagash, Kish, or Nippur. In fact, for most people, out of all the cities mentioned in this book, only Babylon and Jerusalem will ring a bell, and with some luck Nineveh and Ur, if they've had a religious upbringin.

Initial developments

There's 3 developments that put this whole story in motion. In fact, they kind of put ALL of history in motion: agriculture, ceramics and writing.

Agriculture

In many places, this area is known as the Fertile Crescent, because the area looks like a crescent moon if you squint a lot and really want to give it a cool name; there may have been proposals to call it "The Arch Around the Arabian Desert" or something, but the publicists had better ideas. Anyway, the Fertile Crescent, together with Central America and the Yellow River in China, is one of the few places where they invented... well, everything. Civilization.

There are many ideas about how agriculture could have appeared. Some are borderline crazy, or at least quite out there. Turns out it is challenging to figure out how it happened, because at an individual level it was kind of a step back (contrary to what I learnt at school). Yuval Noah Harari, for example, in Sapiens, explains that people who switched to agriculture lived less years, had less health, a less varied diet, and was more dependant on the weather (they couldn't do like the hunters, who could just go hunt somewhere else when the weather didn't help). Ant they also worked more hours a week. This is similar to other stuff along the lines of "Grain is Fascist".

Some other stuff I had read a long time ago (I don't remember where anymore, sorry), argued that agriculture was a banding together of bad hunters, which together were stronger than individual good hunters. According to this theory, agriculture could sustain a bigger mass of people in the same place, which allows for a stronger local military. It's better to have 1000 mediocre warriors than 10 elite ones (contrary to what Rambo movies may make you think). There are even theories about how agriculture made it possible to make alcoholic beverages, like beer, and that this could have been a decisive factor when deciding which way to go, either hunting or planting. These are related ideas that got in my notes while reading the book, not exactly what Marc describes, and I am in no way capable of evaluating the claims above, so if anyone here is, I will be glad to learn about it in the comments.

Marc's explanation is quite similar to the one that I had read before in Yuval Noah Harari's Sapiens. Hunters collected whatever plants they liked to eat, and sometimes they "helped" mother nature a little bit, by leaving some seeds planted randomly to make use of the fruits next time they walked through the same place. The plants in the area, specially cereals, were useful for that, because they can be stored for long times, contrary to stuff like fresh fruit or meat.

But what originally was a back-up plan for the days of scarce hunt, started occupying a greater role in the diet. So over thousands of years the agriculture lifestyle started taking shape, in which one stays in one place and takes care of those plants instead of running around hunting. This is a long process, and both ways of life coexisted for a looooong time. Apparently, agriculture was efficient in some strategic places, where there were lots of resources available, and that's where it flourished.

Agriculture is what motivates and also makes possible for lots of people to gather and live together in one place, giving birth to villages and, eventually, cities. It isn't difficult to imagine why; protection, work collaboration, specialization (we can have some metal working guy who works metal and doesn't plant anything, but works the metal really well), and with specialization come better tools to make life easier.

Ceramics

Before reading this book I had no idea about how important ceramics were, further than "hey, we can carry water from here to there!". Turns out that ceramic survives well through time, so it's a key element in Archaeology.

Imagine that you find a Coca-Cola bottle, and you try to date it by the way the logo looks. You won't be able to know if it's from 2021 or 2022, probably. But you can tell if it's from the 2010s or the 1920s. The same thing happens with ceramics. There were "fashions" that appeared in one place, expanded to neighbouring areas, and were eventually replaced by different fashions. This allows the experts to know, looking at a fragment of a vase, to know that it's before or after this or that other object.

This is good for relative chronology, but there's here a relevant debate about absolute chronology. People in the ANE didn't know they were in 2300 AC, because they didn't know who Christ was going to be. So they each counted years as they wanted. For example, with a list of kings, and how many years each of them reigned. There is a key document that helps there, because it describes the movements of Venus during the reign of Ammisaduqa (Sumerians were quite good astronomers/astrologers). But there's 3 different moments that could fit their description, giving rise to 3 possible chronologies of the first 20 or so centuries of ANE history. They are helpfully called high, middle and low chronologies.

Marc seems quite honest when recognising the limits of what is known, and his conclusion if basically that the middle chronology, which is the most widely accepted, is just "too useful to be abandoned". The difference is of, at most, "just" 120 years.

Writing

From the ceramics, we got writing. It actually surprised me to find out there is a relationship between them, which makes the first few moves in Civilization IV make a lot more sense. apparently, in one of the first cities, Uruk, we get at the beginning of the 4th millennium (AC, of course) one of the most boring-sounding discoveries ever: some undecorated bowls. It looks as if they stopped making cool decorated bowls, to mass-producing huge amounts of identical simple bowls.

This seems to be a democratization of ceramics. They lose aesthetics, but for the average citizen this was great, because he could now have some cool vases or bowls at home. But this is more than just having bowls for everyone. The important thing is that everyone had IDENTICAL bowls.

Having many people in one city, there was work specialization. In Uruk, the way the goods were distributed, was through the city God, who received all the food, and then distributed it in a supposedly fair manner. Marc doesn't say this, but in my mind there's a jump to some word like "proto-communist"; but who knows, we probably need to know much more before using any label like that.

Having to distribute that much food among so many people, it made sense to have a new work specialization: administrators, who counted who received how much stuff and for what. For this purpose, they created the first instrument of bureaucracy: THE BOWL. ALL HAIL THE BOWL?

It sounds anti-climactic, but that bowl was key. Having standard-sized bowls to distribute the different stuffs, it was easier to keep track, because there was a standard unit of measure: the volume of one bowl. And since they start measuring things with the bowls, they have to count how many bowls worth of grain is in this big box, so we may as well make some kind of mark on the side of the big box to remember.

The first thing to be written was probably some short-hand about how many standard bowls could be fit with the grain in some box. They started having sealed boxes, where the seal says what is inside, and how much. And eventually, this evolves into WRITING.

City-States

Over time, these first cities started having influence over the surrounding villages. This is what's called "city-states".

I find it interesting that here we already find the first wars of some scale, although I also find it possible that this was not too far removed from 2 groups of adolescents that beat each other with sticks and whatever else they had at hand. Of course, they later recall it in writing as "I am a great warrior, and I vanquished all of my enemies" or whatever, but it's never too clear how much of these declarations is reality and how much is wishes.

Another curious thing is that these city-states were culturally diverse. They had people of different ethnicities, that spoke different languages. Looks like the ANE was already a mix of wildly different ethnicities and languages 4000 years ago, so that's worth keeping in mind whenever someone proposes any solution to the conflicts in the area; whatever solution one proposes, it must start from the assumption that this area of the world was "never" uniform.

It's also interesting the way in which these city-states governed themselves. There was a military leader, chosen by an assembly, in war time. He had to be strong and smart. But there was an alternative leadership, established by the gods (the priests), and conferred based on administrative capabilities. Here there is, if I decide to squint hard enough, a seed for what we now call democracy, or at least a separation of the civil and military authorities in a legitimate government. Of course, it's most likely that I am just projecting my own modern ideas on them, but it's still fun to wonder about it.

Over time, king dynasties appeared, with royal palaces and the whole thing. There was also an interesting religious move, when the centre of the religious cult was established in Nippur, a city that was around the centre of the Sumer area. So we have the gods of the different cities joining in a common pantheon, and at their head the god Enlil, god of the city of Nippur. Later on, when the king of a city-state wanted to claim power and influence over the others, he needed the favour of the priests at Nippur. Rings a bell with the way Christian kings had to be approved by the Pope in the Middle Ages.

First centralised kingdoms

The next step in the story is the centralization of political power into kingdoms. The starting point of this is the first real kingdom of the story: Akkad.

Akkad

Akkad is the area north of Sumer. Just at the south of Akkad there is a city called Kish, where an usurper took the throne and called himself Sargon, which means, I kid you not, "legitimate king". I like to think that it was some cartoonish plot to make it impossible for the opposition to coordinate while trying to deal with incomprehensible statements like "The Legitimate King is not legitimate".

In any case, Sargon was quite successful, and started submitting other city-states under his control. He was the first guy ever to do this, so he improvised. A lot. His first idea was to leave a local governor from each city at the helm of the city, and to have that guy reporting to him. This had the surprising effect of having constant rebellions.

But the kingdom survived despite the rebellions, and by the time of Naram-Sin, Sargon's grandson, there had been an important centralization process going on. They had taxes on the submitted cities, a local bureaucracy on each of them, and they had standardised the measurement units.

Naram-Sin also gave each year a specific name (yes, a name, not a number), which had to be used when writing stuff all over the kingdom, thus earning the eternal thanks of historians everywhere.

Another of Sargon's innovations is to make a very imaginative use of religion. He gets his daughter appointed as priestess of the moon godess Nanna, in Ur. If you have not read your Bible, Abraham is supposed to have emigrated from the city of Ur. This is interesting because this woman, called Enheduanna (the name they gave her when she got the priestess job), is the first woman in history that wrote stuff down that we have, and which we can identify. She wrote typical Sumerian stuff, like hymns to temples and cities in Sumer. Anyway, everyone after this point tries to get their daughter as priestess of the goddess Nanna in Ur whenever they want to rule over the area.

Naram-Sin went further than Sargon on this path. He started, as expected, filling Sumerian temples with his daughters as priestesses. He also called himself things like "king of the four corners of the universe". He founded a capital city, called Akkad, and since the new city didn't have a god, he decided that he, personally, was the best guy for the job of "God of the city of Akkad". There was some rebellion where he successfully defended the city and... well, isn't protecting the city part of the job description of the god of the City? Yes it is, and I just did it. So he managed a meeting of all the Gods (priests and priestesses, his daughters) in Nippur, where the whole pantheon of Gods decided to deify Naram-Sin, who was really surprised by the whole affair, and humbly accepted the honour.

This is a fascinating story, or at least I find it fascinating. But the trick is that we know all this from a story written by the Assyrians in the 7th century, which is full of anachronistic details and embellishments. Like every other text from these times, of course. And since the story has quite a lot of fantasy, there are doubts about what portions are historic details, and what portions are fantasy.

Here we meet the 2 possible approaches to this, and any other ancient text: maximalist and minimalist. The terms are quite descriptive, so I like them. Maximalists believe that the writers of these texts had access to other historical sources that we don't have, so they tend to give more weight to the statements of the ancient sources. Minimalists are much more sceptical, and believe that, in the case of Akkad's story, we may have an invented story that was meant to justify some political interests, like in "Hey guys, we the Assyrians are restoring the priest at Nippur and the kingdom of the whole area, just like ancient Akkad. Aren't you glad?". These kind of debates happen with every old text, from the Odyssey to the Bible. I find it particularly interesting in the case of the Bible due to my religious upbringing.

Since Sargon was the first to occupy such a big area, I believe it may have happened a little like with the Roman Empire in Europe. When Rome fell, the Byzantine Empire was always supposed to be the real Roman Empire, until the fall of Constantinople 1000 years later. Charlemagne believed he was restoring the Roman Empire of the West. The Holy Roman Empire of Germany (obviously called that because it was not holy, not Roman, and not an empire) was also claiming to be the inheritor of the Roman Empire. When the Ottomans conquer Constantinople, they try to produce some continuity and claim to be the real Roman Empire, while at the same time some guy in Moscow declares himself Tsar, that is "C-sar", and calls Moscow the "Third Rome". It left a profound mark in the posterior generations, something like a model of ambition to which others could forever aspire to.

After the Akkadian kingdom, there were some centuries of political fragmentation, where no one had power over the whole Sumer area like the Akkadians.

The Amorreans

There's an interesting phenomenon in these times, and that is the amorreans. Some may have heard of them because they are mentioned in the Bible. A long time ago I read a book by Isaac Asimov, I think it was "The Ancient Near East" or "The Land of Canaan", where he tells the theory that the amorreans were a people that emigrated form the Arabian desert, and switched from invaders to local ruling class over time. Well, history is actually more complicated, and there's also the idea that they were simply nomadic herdsmen that were just roaming the area since who knows when, and that got progressively integrated into the sedentary model of the cities, and ended dominating the regional politics in the years 2000 AC or so.

By the way, one of the main issues at the time was the constant conflicts between the sedentary mode of life of agricultural people, and the nomad life of herdsmen, and that also seems to be one of the historical aspects inspiring the myth of Cain and Abel, among other things. This bit is not from the book itself, but I find it fascinating.

In any case, either if they were migrants from a specific ethnicity or if "amorrean" referred mostly to a specific way of life, what is most important is that they defined these times. And the most famous of them all was, by far, Hammurabi.

Babilonia and Hammurabi (yes, the one with the law)

After the Akkadian kingdom, the most powerful city was Ur, in what is called the period of the 3rd dynasty of Ur, or just Ur III. After some time, the most influential city is Babylon, in a new dynasty known as the First Babylonian Empire. The 6th guy in that dynasty is Hammurabi.

Most people, including me when I started reading this book, have the wrong impression about the Laws of Hammurabi, as some sort of legal code, in the way we understand the set of laws we have in our society. But this is not exactly like that, it is just a list of examples of "just" sentences ruled by Hammurabi. They were in a huge stone that had some propaganda effect, so everyone could remember that Hammurabi was the source of justice in which the society is founded. Either way, reading what they considered to be just decisions in court gives us a good window into the minds of the people from that time, and that is likely to be the greatest thing about the Laws of Hammurabi.

During this time, there are also some changes in religious matters. Marduk is established as god of the city of Babylon, and becomes boss of the pantheon of the region. The statue of Marduk in the temple of Babylon is an obsession for babylonians, and they are always fighting with their enemies for it. First with Elam, their neighbours to the East, and much later with Assyrian, their neighbours to the North. Basically, whenever they lost a war, the enemy took the statue as a trophy. So as soon as they could, they organized a vengeance war, and brought back the statue to the temple, and celebrated that Marduk was back home where he belonged.

Around 1700 AC, there is a century of what is called a "Dark Age", because it seems like the cities become almost totally unpopulated. Since no one writes anything, and there is almost no commerce, it's quite difficult to know what happened, or how, or why it happened.

First empires: The Regional System

After the Dark Age, there's a very distinctive period. Between 1500 and 1300 AC, the ANE is clearly divided between the sphere of influence of 5 empires: Egypt, the Hittites, Babylonia/Sumer, Elam, and Mitanni (Mitanni is at some point replaced by Assyria). If you look at the map from the beginning, these are the 5 main regions (Assyria was in the area the map calls Assur).

These empires treated each other as equals, constantly interchanging letters and gifts, calling each other "brothers". I suspect there was a bit of hypocrisy and subterfuge involved, of course. Around them, there were small and weak vassals, which were treated as "sons"; if the empires were ever at war, it was always a proxy war done through the vassals, or supposedly restoring the service of some rebel vassal which just happened to have money and weapons from the other empire. Something similar to the proxy wars between USA and URSS during the Cold War.

I find curious, or even funny, the relationship between these members of the ANE "G5". They were rumouring about each other constantly, like teenagers, about the amount of gifts they were sending to each other, and their value. And another curious thing is that an essential part of their relationship was to return among them the fugitives.

This fugitive issue is most illuminating, and it comes from the nature of the system. The constant interchange of luxury gifts depended on a strong exploitation of the workers, which many times decided to just run away when they couldn't pay their debts anymore, and hope for better luck somewhere else. Many did not run to other countries, they just joined small bands that lived in the mountains, away from civilization and free from debts and responsibilities. But, of course, the bosses could not afford to lose their workforce, so this was a big priority. This dynamic may be one of the main reasons for the collapse of the whole thing around 1200 AC.

These peoples that ran to mountains or inaccessible places were called "habiru" in the Canaan area. They are mentioned in some letters found in Amarna, Egypt, and they are described as problematic people. During some time, it was believed that "hebrew" and "habiru" could be the same thing, but eventually a consensus was reached that they are two different things. The habiru, not having social links to the cities, were useful as mercenaries for whoever needed them for... stuff, like "reestablishing and maintaining peace".

The Apocalypse

Around the year 1200 AC, the end of the world came. Or at least, the first end of the world that we have described in some detail. There were popular revolts all around the place, some earthquakes and volcanoes, and also flooding AND massive fires, because if you don't have both things the it's just a lesser kind of Apocalypse. On top of that, there was an invasion from some barbarians that, in Egyptian documents, are called "The Sea Peoples".

There is a moving story about this moment in history. In the city of Ugarit, they had sent ships and troops to help defend their Hittite neighbours, in modern-day Turkey. Now, it was the city of Ugarit itself that was under siege, and they were writing letters asking for immediate help from their neighbours. The letters were written in ceramic tablets, which had to be hardened in the oven before sending them. According to the guy who dig up the area, he found the letters in the oven, where they were being hardened so they could send a desperate call for help, when the city fell. Afterwards it was discovered that things were not quite like that, so it's one of those cases where reality messes up a perfectly nice and good story that's cool to tell. In any case, Ugarit was destroyed, as well as many other cities.

Whatever happened exactly, it's difficult to know for sure. Just like in the previous Dark Age, we arrive at a moment where very few people bother writing anything, so we don't get a precise explanation and have to deduce things. The cities were diminished, and it even seems that the big Euphrates river changed course, as it sometimes does, and left some cities in the dry. And in those times, no river no food, no food no city.

There are many competing explanations, and all of them have some fundaments in the historical record. Mark does a good job of navigating through them, I think, without necessarily marrying to any of them.

Egypt managed to win a battle against The Sea Peoples by the thinnest of margins, just barely surviving, but losing control of their sphere of influence in the Canaan area, and losing contact with the other members of the "G5". Since they all depended on each other, there was also some compounding effect as commerce disappeared and made the economy break somewhere else and that destroyed more commerce and so on.

It's quite possible that, for the average person, this was all good news. But of course, if you are a historian, it's not cool. And if you are part of the elite that knows how to write and read, it is not cool either, so the texts we have are quite sad, all about how the world is going to hell and the sun doesn't shine anymore, and the flowers have lost their colour, and she never loved me, and other depressing things. Here is a sample:

He who did not die in battle, will die in the epidemic; He who did not die in the epidemic, the enemy will rob him; He whom the enemy has not robbed, the thief will thrash him; He whom the thief did not thrash, the king's weapon will overcome him; He whom the king's weapon did not overcome, the prince will kill him; He whom the prince did not kill, the storm god will wash him away; He whom the storm god did not wash away, the sun god will carry him away; He who has left for the countryside, the wind will sweep him away; He who has entered his own house, a demon will strike him; He who climbed up a high place, will die of thirst; He who went down to a low place, will die in the waters; You have destroyed high and low place alike!

I am sometimes angry at the missed chances of historians giving names to things. This is called "The Late Bronze Age collapse". It could have been called "The First End of the World", or "The Bronzecalypse", but alas, the chance is missed. From here on, I will just call it The Collapse.

The Rebirth of Civilization

There are 3 fundamental changes that arrive around 1 century after the Collapse: iron, camels, and the alphabet.

Iron

So first, iron. It is not clear why people started using iron. Up to that point, people used bronze, in what is called, you guessed it, The Bronze Age. Now we enter into The Iron Age.

Bronze is made form copper and tin. So to have the 2 materials, you needed commerce, because it was very unlikely to have for yourself a source of both. How far? Well, according to other stuff I read, some of it was brought to the ANE from freaking England! So the first theory is that, with the Collapse, there was no commerce, so there were not enough materials to make bronze, and people are then incentivised to find alternatives, and that is when they start using iron.

The other perspective is totally opposite. They say that there was so much wealth of bronze everywhere in the last Century of the Final Bronze (I don't know what that is, but I really love the name), that the abundance made the value go down, and iron started being attractive like a status marker, and after that it became fashionable and they started using it.

What is essential is that, at some point, someone discovers how to make iron weapons in big quantities. Kings had always had some ceremonial dagger made out of iron, so it was indeed a symbol of status. But the innovation was in making a functional weapon out of iron.

Just to clarify, iron is in itself quite weak, and it's a terrible idea to make a sword out of pure iron. But if you heat up iron and mix it with just the right amount of carbon, you get STEEL. And steel seems to be superior to bronze in many senses (although there is some debate there too). So when we talk about iron weapons, we mean steel weapons, but historians are not necessarily chemists so they just call them iron weapons.

Up to that point, the best thing one could have was a bronze weapon, which sometimes just shattered when you hit a guy with it; it was far from ideal, but since there was nothing better, you just fought with it and tried to cut the other guy without hitting the weapon too hard, so it doesn't shatter.

The iron weapon, however, may not cut as well, but it will just not break. It is going to break the other guy's bronze sword, will break his shield, will break his armour, and will break the guy, and do the same thing 20 more times, and will still not break. Some people say it's like bringing a Star Wars lightsabre to a knife fight.

But, here is the catch, they were not easy to make. To make bronze you need to reach temperatures of 400 C, and to make steel you need to reach 1200 C. Then you need to add exactly the right tiny amount of carbon, or you get something quite worthless. So as soon as they figured that out, it became a state secret. This was the Project Manhattan of the times, and making sure that you had iron but the other guy didn't was maybe like bringing an atomic weapon to a knife fight.

In case the lightsabre and atomic weapon comparisons are not clear enough, there's an example that may leave it even clearer, even if Marc doesn't insist so much on this point nor does he give these examples. In the Bible, there's the book of Judges, that is supposed to happen in these times. There's a whole other discussion about whether it was written in these times or way later. One of the obsessions of that book is that Israel doesn't have iron weapons, but their enemies do. Specially the Philistines, some people who lived in the coast and were of Greek origin, but moved there during or after the Collapse, and made their home there. The obsession with iron is so strong, that we find the following verse:

The Lord was with Judah, and he took possession of the hill country, but could not drive out the inhabitants of the plain, because they had chariots of iron. - Judges 1:19, NRSV

It's easy to read this quickly and not realize what it says. Iron weapons were so powerful, that not even God himself could do anything about it, according to the people who were writing a book where they try to explain that God is the most powerful being ever.

So iron creates a very clear-cut hierarchy between those who eat and those who are eaten, and that defines those times.

The camel

When one thinks of the East, one thinks immediately of camel caravans in the desert. This, however, was not always there. At some point after the Collapse, someone domesticated the camel. Up to that point, the donkey was the main means of transport, and that is obvious because of the archaeological proofs and the wait donkeys are constantly mentioned in letters that people wrote. It was always "send me a donkey with this and that", but never ever "send me a camel with whatever". There's also statues and stuff with people carrying stuff on donkeys, but never on a camel. Not until now.

I suspect this is not the most Biblically fundamentalist audience in the world, but I still find it worth mentioning that, if you read the book of Genesis, camels are all over the place, specially in the Abraham stories. However, fundamentalists will tell you that Abraham lived about 400 years before this point, so that's a bit anachronistic. Just the same as the expression that Abraham left his home in "Ur of the Chaldeans", where the Chaldeans arrived quite a bit later, so that expression makes about as much sense as discussing the role of the USA Supreme Court in the First Crusade for Jerusalem.

The Alphabet

Shortly before the Collapse, in the 13th century, the first developments were made towards what would later be the Alphabet. The origin is in some hieroglyphs that were used to represent spare consonants, united to a vowel, which could be joined to reproduce foreign words. Somewhere in Canaan, the idea was developed and progressed towards writing more stuff, and later in Ugarit there was an alphabet of cuneiform signals that corresponded to letters, not to concepts.

An important clarification is that "cuneiform" is a system of writing, not a language. The Sumerians created the cuneiform script to write in Sumerian, but then the Akkadians adapted the same symbols to write in Akkadian. And during the constant letter exchange of the 5 empires period, the letters were all in cuneiform script, and Sumerian language, more or less the same way that stuff in the Middle Ages was in Latin, and stuff today is in English.

Finally, it was the Phoenicians who developed completely the alphabetic writing that we know. Later, Greeks adapted the Phoenician alphabet to their language, making a few changes that suited them. And the Romans wrote Latin in an alphabet similar to the Greek one, because they were masters at copying stuff. And that is how we got our alphabet.

The alphabets of Hebrew and Aramaic also have their origin in the Phoenician one.

Interlude: Israel

In this time, post-collapse, a new entity appears that we have all heard of: Israel. A big factor in my interest for ancient history is due to my religious education, where this is quite important, and studying history on my own and comparing with the literalist of maximalist readings of the Bible that I was used to is what allowed me to overcome that bubble.

Mark describes the issue in these terms:

In essence, the issue is the same as with the posterior traditions about the Akkad dynasty. There are maximalists that, radically, accept everything that is narrated on the Biblical text, unless it can be proven to be wrong, and there are minimalists that, radically, consider everything in the Biblical account as a fiction from the Persian of Hellenistic era, with no historical value. There are many intermediate points of view. Due to the fact that what is at stake is important - it includes a wide range of feelings and religious attitudes towards the political situation in the modern Near East - the debate can become unpleasant.

For the maximalists, as I understand them, Israel has its origin in the 12 or 13 tribes that emigrated from Egypt during the Collapse, or shortly before, and then conquer the land of Canaan. They use the destruction of cities during the Collapse as "proofs" of that violent conquest of the land of Canaan. These tribes are united in a single kingdom in 900 or 800 AC by Saul, then by David and Solomon. David establishes the capital in Jerusalem, and Solomon builds the Temple, and after Solomon the kingdom is split in 2: Judah in the South, and Israel in the North. In Judah we have Judah and Benjamin (Benjamin was a small tribe, so they don't get included in the name), and in Israel we have the other 10 tribes.

For the minimalists, Israel has his origin in some tribes natives from Canaan itself, that slowly adopt a common religious identity, from where they get first some henotheism (our God is the best god, we should worship only Him) , and posteriorly that evolves into monotheism (our God is the only god there is, the other ones don't really exist). Possible there was some tribe or group that emigrated form Egypt and join the loose coalition of tribes from Canaan, and that is how we get the stories about leaving Egypt. At some point in the 700s AC, Omri unifies the 10 tribes in the North in one kingdom and, as part of the national mythology, or just to justify some aims of expanding south into Judah, the story is created about some glorious ancestors, like David and Solomon, which ruled over the 12 tribes that occupied the whole of Canaan.

The maximalist and minimalist stories are more similar after 700 AC or so, when Assyria conquers Israel, and disperses the 10 tribes forever. In 600 AC approx, Nebucadnezzar from Babylon conquers Judah, destroys the Temple of Jerusalem, and the Jews live in exile in Babylon for a century or so. Then the Persians allow the Jews to come back to Jerusalem and build another Temple, which is destroyed by the Romans in 70 DC. A bit later, in 1947, the UN creates the new State of Israel in the area, and the decision was so good and well thought out and implemented that nothing bad ever happened again in the Near East.

(Quick disclaimer. I have very little idea about all the reasons the Middle East is as it is, and I don’t know if anyone actually knows how to fix it, so please don’t take that joke too seriously).

Interlude 2: The Phoenicians

The Phoenicians were the ones that invented the alphabet, or at least the one that worked and was the basis for all the other ones. They lived in the north coast of the Canaan area, and other than inventing alphabets they were really good at 2 things: sailing and trading.

They were small city-states that lived from maritime trading, so they were good sailors and traders just because they practiced more than anyone else. Some cities you may have heard of, specially if you are familiar with the Bible, are Tyre and Sydon. Biblos is also quite important, because there they made lots of papirae, which was used for making books. So we have the name of the city of Biblos in BIBLe (collection of books), BIBLIography (lists of books), and in lots of countries where they call Libraries stuff like BIBLIOteca.

In the process of trading, they established lots of mercantile colonies all over the Mediterranean, up to what is now Spain and Morocco. They founded, for example, Cadiz, in the south of Spain. The most important of these colonies was Cartago, in the north of Africa, modern-day Tunis. This became eventually a main player in the Mediterranean, and only lost its power after a few big wars against Rome. Cartago, as a good Phoenician city, created colonies of its own, like Cartago Nova, which is the modern day town of Cartagena, in Spain.

One of the biggest accomplishments of the Phoenicians, which is not mentioned in this book but is worth mentioning, is that they travelled all around the southern tip of Africa, and then came back. Lots of people in their own time did not believe them, specially when they told about how after a certain point the stars well all different, which is what happens if they actually crossed the Equator.

Assyria, first hegemonic empire

After the Collapse, there was a generalized state of political fragmentation, with many small kingdoms. It was not some kind of peaceful coexistence of small nations that have mutual respect for each other, or anything like that, but it wasn't the same imperialistic situation from before the collapse, when a few empires dominated the area and established the conditions for the existence of their small vassals, that had to constantly pay up their tribute.

In this situation, Assyria was initially just one more small kingdom, fighting for keeping the territorial integrity of what was in better times the heart of their empire. Being in a plain area, without any natural defence, the only defence that made sense for Assyria was offense towards natural frontiers that were further away. Being a society geared towards the military and having iron, they had success in their military campaigns since the year 1000 AC or so, and by the year 900 AC they had restored the land they had before the Collapse. Starting from there, they found themselves in a situation where they were now the only big fish in a pond full of small fish, so they got hungry. That is how the Neo-Assyrian empire is born, the first hegemonic empire of the area; something like Sargon of Akkad, but bigger.

Initially, they were a very militarized society, where all men could be called to serve in the army. They went campaigning in summer, and came back in autumn to collect the cereals in the fields. Being summer, there was not much to do in summer, and it was easier to cross rivers and mountains with good weather. So they established their control over an ever bigger area, making the cities pay tribute as vassals.

The problem was that the cities could declare themselves in rebellion and not pay tribute. When, once a year, the tax collector came, some just did not wan to pay. This is where you can imagine the scene from the movies where some poor farmer explains to the tax collector that this year nothing grew, so there is nothing to pay.

If you decided not to pay, you had to get ready to defend yourself, because sooner or later the tax collector will come back with an army. And there, the defender usually had the advantage. For starters, the army had to arrive where the city is. That's can be like 1 month of walking 10 or 12 hours a day. They will also need 1 month to get back home in time for picking up the fields. So they have maybe a couple of months to deal with you. You have food and water in the city, and you have walls, so you just need to run down the clock, and you will live to not pay taxes at least one more year.

To make up for this, Assyrians seem to have implemented some elements of game theory, instinctively. So if you rebelled and things didn't work out for you, they made sure that the consequences were so extremely bad, that everyone stopped and thought thrice before following your example. We're talking real barbaric stuff here, like painful executions of most of the population, moving everyone to be slaves somewhere else, using the heads of the defeated people to adorn the walls in the palace in the capital, etc. The kind of stuff that people did back in the day, I guess. Our far away perspective can stop us from fully realizing how harsh this experience was for everyone involved. The stuff that the Assyrians did was, of course, genocide, by modern standards. And, just as we look with some indifference today towards them, or at least without an extremely emotional reaction, people 3000 years from now will probably read history books about the 20th century and say that "well, it's normal, it's just the kind of stuff that they did back in the day". I am not sure how I can express how harsh and cruel the Assyrians were to pierce through that psychological barrier of "well, it was a really long time ago".

Another strong characteristic of the Assyrians was organization. When they moved populations somewhere else, the logistics were really complex. Taking thousands of people somewhere that is 1000 km away, and making sure that they receive water and food during the whole trip, every day, is a technical challenge that requires expertise today, with Internet, computers, phones, paved roads, trucks, planes, etc. This was done in a time when the quickest way of moving stuff around was a donkey, and to get a message anywhere you needed some guy to physically make the trip, and then someone had to do the whole trip back to bring the answer. So to get a message to someone who is moving, you need a guy to travel for weeks in the direction where he estimates the receiver may be. It's one of those things that breaks my mind a little when I think about it, and it is easy to forget about accomplishments like that because they don't live some huge stone monument behind.

At some point, Assyrians created an innovation that no one else could afford. It was not something you could see at the beginning, if you were a city that decided to not pay taxes anymore. You had your plan, you stored water and food for half a year, just in case, and you reinforced the walls. With the summer, the Assyrians arrived with their army, and camped around the city. But when the autumn comes they just... don't... leave. Are they going to leave their fields with the food rotting? What are they doing? Welcome to the new reality of Assyrian power: permanent professional armies.

After some point, Assyria didn't just have an army of farmers that had to serve during the summer, and started having an army of professional soldiers that could serve all year-round. The advantages of this model are huge, but it is extremely expensive to maintain, because the soldiers eat food, but don't produce food. Furthermore, they have to receive food constantly, wherever they are. Again, this is one of those logistic marvels that you can miss if you don't pay attention.

This big reform was made by Tiglatpileser III, a guy with a pretty fascinating name. His first successor is Salmansar V, another name I love. And after that, we have Sargon II, in case anyone had any doubts about the influence of Sargon of Akkad in the mentality of these people.

The military juggernaut of Assyria only found small kingdoms in its way. The other old empire that had survived, although weakened, was Egypt, which was not in any condition to do anything besides financing revolts and coalitions of other small kingdoms. There was a point where a coalition of basically everyone else in the ANE almost beats Assyria, but once that failed, there was just nothing there to stop them.

Apart from their military success, the Assyrians also had cultural interests that are easy to miss. Asurbanipal (amazing name, really) was proud of his extensive library, and thanks to the Assyrians we have many older texts that they copied and stored.

(Medes and) Babylonians

After 3 centuries of absolute domination, Assyria disappeared almost from one day to the next. In 640 AC they were at the top of their power, and in less than 30 years the Medes and Babylonians had conquered everything.

The Medes were a people that lived north of Elam, and when Assyria defeated Elam, they created the space for the Medes to grow strong. And Babylonia had old memories of better times, and lots of desire for revenge. The war against Medes and Babylonians, together with constant revolt, made the empire crumble like a castle of cards.

The Medes were not an empire as such, they were not even an organized kingdom. They were peoples of the mountain, with some primitive tribal organization, that soon, in 550 AC, were under the control of Cyrus of Persia. So the Medes arrive and leave quite quickly. The reason why they are more remembered is because Herodotus, the first historian, wrote a few centuries after the fact a story about all of this. He had in mind a scheme of history where there is a sequence of world dominating empires, and since he did not know what to use to fill the space between Assyria and Persia, he filled it with the Medes.

Babylon had at its head Nabopolasar, who founds the Neo-Babylonian empire. His son, Nebucadnezzar, is famous because he conquers Jerusalem and is mentioned in the Bible a few times. After the fall of Assyria, Babylon takes most of the territory that was before Syria. So the people go from one hegemonic empire to another one, and in practice things probably didn't change much for common people.

After Nebucadnezzar, the succesion went wrong, so there were a few brief kings with lives that ended or were ended quickly, until an usurper takes charge, Nabonid. Nabonid has an obsession with the god of the moon, Sin. So he establishes his daughter as priestess of Sin in Ur, just as Naram-Sin of Akkad did back in the day. And, in general, he tried to prioritise the adoration of Sin over all other gods, including Marduk, and that made the clergy in the city of Babylon really furious.

In Babylon, they had some really important New Year festival, where the statue of Marduk made a parade around the city, marking the start of the year and re-creating symbolically the universe. It's a long story to tell, but it was absolutely necessary for the king to be present as the incarnation of Marduk on Earth, that had to defeat the monster Tiamat in a theatre scene, and he also had to make some kind of public declaration of sins, of the ways where he had not been a good model of Marduk the previous year, and to promise to be better in the next year. This is how we got the New Year good purposes that many people still do today, by the way.

Well, Nabonid decided to move his capital to a city in an oasis in the Arabian desert, where he worshipped Sin. Since he was not there, the New Year festival could not be done. He came back 10 years later and converted many temples, inlcuding the Marduk one, into Sin temples. It is difficult to express how big of an insult this was. The Babylonians had fought wars just for the purpose of recovering the statue of Marduk and putting it back into its temple, so this was a really serious issue. This means that the descriptions we have of Nabonid, written by the priests of Marduk, may be a little bit biased, so it's not the easiest thing to get an objective view of the guy.

Persia

At this point, it looks like history has been accelerating. This is a subjective impression we get just because we have more available documents, so we get more details. But there seems to be an additional factor: institutions.

In 550 AC, Cyrus is the leader of a small people in the territory of what once was the empire of Elam. Suddenly, he occupies the whole territory of what were until then the Medes. And after a quick war with Lydia (kingdom that had formed meanwhile in modern-day Turkey), he conquered the city of Babylon and started ruling the whole Neo-Babylonian empire.

What seems to happen is that administration gets standardised, or professionalised, in some degree, creating institutions that can stay there even if the upper management changes. So it becomes possible to have a quick transition in the control of the territory of Media and Babylon towards Persia. Cyrus of Persia benefited from the previous centralizations of power under the Medes, Lydians and Babylonians to create the Persian empire, the biggest up to that time.

Here starts Cyrus' genius, really. When there was a bureaucracy that worked, he just let it be, as long as it didn't rebel. When there was a culture or tradition already established somewhere, he respected it, for example painting himself as the chosen of Marduk to re-establish the rituals that had been interrupted by Nabonid. And what is more, he allows the different peoples exiled through the empire to return to their ancestral original places if they want. This gives him a huge opinion boost to everyone in the empire, and this kind of multi-cultural empire proves to be much more stable than the constantly rebelling model of Assyria one century before.

The Persians became the highest layer of aristocracy, inaccessible to everyone else, but overall their subjects had a better life. Assyria had ensured their dominion through threats and exemplary punishments, that had a deterrent role: "submit, or else you'll experience something worst than hell". Persia had a propaganda machine that promised rewards for collaborating: "get on with the program, collaborate with the projects of the empire, and you and your family will live a better life".

Persians had a peculiar religion, where they had only one god: Ahura Mazda. The prophet, Zarathustra, has a name that's now famous for the book by Nietzche, and by that overture written by Strauss that then is used as a soundtrack by the movie 2001: A Space Oddisey.

Apparently, there is way more debate that what I was aware of regarding when the different elements of the zoroastrian religion appear. I don't remember having those doubts back in the day when I read Mircea Eliade writing about the topic, so I may have to re-read those sections of this History of Religious Beliefs and Ideas with a bit more care, and to check also if it's the case that maybe Eliade had an excess of confidence in the date of his sources in this regard.

What is really important about Persia is that they established an area of "Pax Persa" that was very extended, with an organization and administration that were very well calibrated. A great innovation were, for example, the network of couriers. They had some good roads, with stations every N km, where the messenger could drop the horse and take another one that was not tired, and keep running towards the next station. This way, the messages could get from one corner to the other of the empire in just SEVEN DAYS. From Herodotus' description of this system we get the motto of the New York Postal Service: "Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds."

In 323, when the year ends, Alexander the Great defeats Persia, and assumes all the titles he can from the ones the previous emperor of Persia had. So the whole empire was then under the control of one Greek guy, and then of his generals, and went through a few centuries of Hellenization, but that is already another story for another book.

Something like take-aways

In very big traces, this story starts with small groups of hunter-gatherers, and ends with an empire that extends for thousands of km. So there seems to be a constant process of centralisation. Tribes, to villages, to cities, to city-states, to kingdoms, to empires, to one hegemonic empire.

It's tempting to look for patterns in history, and sometimes it is even useful. But it is risky to try to predict the future in base of these patterns. The centralisation process is "constant", but with big caveats. There's at least 2 "moments" in which the process goes in the opposite direction; and I say "moments", because they last about 2 or 3 centuries.

There is a story that I still have to figure out if is real or not, but it illustrates what I mean. It says that, at some point in the Middle Ages, someone in the British Isles looked at the Roman Aqueducts, and wondered what kind of giants had made them, because no man could possibly do that. In just a couple of centuries, Rome had left behind just ruins that no one in the area knew who had made anymore.

That was probably the way life was for someone who lived in the middle of one of those 2 dark ages. There must have been legends of a time in the past, when big kings built huge monuments. But now they only had the ruins, and for as long as they knew the world was fragmented into small kingdoms.

So perspective, when it comes to history, is difficult to have, specially if we try to look at the future. In our case, we have had a few centuries of unique economic and technological growth, so perhaps we have a narrative of things being that way forever. Or perhaps we are in just one interruption, and at some point we will go back to the "baseline" of history as it was forever (I really hope not). We can't bet and be sure of it one way or another, and taking constant economic and technological development for granted is like Scott's image of taking a look at the stone that says "There will always be economic and technological development".

Anyway, enough with my own ramblings. This is a book that is way more impartial and informative than me, and I really recommend it. Sometimes it looks like everything is an opinion on something, and it's refreshing to also read something that is just neutral and informative. This book will not fix your life or anything like that, but it is worth reading to understand the world better.






A Secular Age by Charles Taylor

I. Why so secular?

I have, for several years, had a vague sense that western society was burning through some type of cultural capital that we had painstakingly accumulated and stewarded over hundreds of years without necessarily realizing we were doing it. I’ll only give two examples, because it tends to touch on culture war issues and culture war issues are very tangential to the book at hand, but I thought it might be useful to explain my motivation for picking up a 900-page book on the history of Latin Christendom and why I might emphasize certain aspects of this tome over others.


	One trend in public education: How should we think about school suspensions and other punishments for disruptiveness in class where some groups receive more of these punishments than others? One way to think about this is that it’s a lack of engagement from students driven by teachers not being “entertaining enough”or trying hard enough to make the material applicable and relevant. In which case we shouldn’t punish these kids so harshly. But while I think teachers could probably try to be more interesting, I also worry that eliminating punishments like suspensions sends the message that self-discipline and respect are not worthwhile values to cultivate. I realize I sound like my grandfather instead of a 34 year old.

	Or, that being on time is just a symbol of white supremacist society. (https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/07/antiracism-training-white-fragility-robin-diangelo-ibram-kendi.html). But I think expectations of punctuality are worthwhile things to install in members of our society. When we can rely on the trains showing up on time, the trash being taken on Tuesdays, and our coworkers to complete a draft by some particular date, the fact that we can assume these things will happen means that we can plan more complex and productive endeavors around them.



So when someone left a comment on Marginal Revolution (I no longer remember the article) and said "if you want to understand how we slowly dismantled the Christian world view by removing, piece-by-piece, everything that once held it up read, Charles Taylor's book A Secular Age," I thought it might provide some answers or at least better questions.

Charles Taylor's book covers a lot of ground: the role of poetry and language in approaching the transcendent, the function of violence in society, prominent figures in the Vatican II council (He spends a decent amount of time talking about someone named Charles Péguy), how Thomas Carlyle fits into Enlightenment thought, the fourth Lateran council of 1215, and Matthew Arnold. But what I think it's really about is how cognitive bias works not at an individual level but at a societal level.

Taylor defines his project largely in terms of what he opposes: the simplistic theory that religiosity declined and secularity ascended because our scientific understanding of the world made our religious understanding increasingly untenable. That we had no choice, upon facing an increasingly incontrovertible truth, to reject faith. He is arguing against the idea that religion, over the last 500 years, has simply retreated before reason.

I’m not sure if this is a strawman or not. I don’t think I’ve ever asked someone to explain their views on secularity or to justify their atheism. But it does accord with how I have tended to think about it. On the other hand, can it possibly be true? Should we expect such an orderly, rational process of gradual enlightenment? Taylor thinks we should be extremely skeptical of this pleasant-feeling, self-congratulating narrative.

From my own perspective, psychologists have been telling us for decades that we are plagued by bias and motivated reasoning, turned away from truth by tribalism and emotional rhetoric. So, isn’t it at least possible that such foibles have not only served as obstacles to our gradual enlightenment but in some ways actually propelled it forward? And wouldn’t it be totally like humanity to convince ourselves that, No, we were being perfectly rational about all this the whole time.

But let’s back up.

What do we mean when we say secular? Taylor says that one sense in which we understand this is "in terms of public spaces." Today we can engage in almost all aspects of life–politics, work, cultural pursuits, our education, and our hobbies–without ever encountering God or religion. Several hundred years ago, one would have found God suffused in all these activities. Our everyday institutions were saturated by God. In another sense, when people in the West talk about secularity, they mean a decline in religious practice itself. There are more unbelievers and atheists and fewer of the faithful. Church attendance has declined. Various religious sects are struggling to maintain relevance and stay afloat financially.

But part of what makes Taylor's book interesting and insightful but also difficult to grasp is his refusal to hew too narrowly to what he would consider the material or immanent aspects of religious faith. And so he's less interested in the idea of secularity as it relates to church attendance or its penetration into our working or political lives but in secularity as it relates to a worldview that we neither consciously choose or even recognize. He is interested in what he calls “the conditions of belief”:

The shift to secularity in this sense consists, among other things, of a move from a society where belief in God is unchallenged and indeed, unproblematic, to one in which it is understood to be one option among others, and frequently not the easiest to embrace. [...] It wouldn’t matter if one showed that the statistics for church/synagogue attendance in the U.S., or some regions of it, approached those for Friday mosque attendance in, say, Pakistan or Jordan (or this, plus daily prayer). That would be evidence towards classing these societies as the same in sense 2. Nevertheless, it seems to me evident that there are big differences between these societies in what it is to believe, stemming in part from the fact that belief is an option, and in some sense an embattled option in the Christian (or “post-Christian”) society, and not (or not yet) in the Muslim ones.

[...]

[T]he change I want to define and trace is one which takes us from a society in which it was virtually impossible not to believe in God, to one in which faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among others. [...] Secularity in this sense is a matter of the whole context of understanding in which our moral, spiritual or religious experience and search takes place. By ‘context of understanding’ here, I mean both matters that will probably have been explicitly formulated by almost everyone, such as the plurality of options, and some which form the implicit, largely unfocussed background of this experience and search, its “pre-ontology”, to use a Heideggerian term.

Charles Taylor tells us in the Preface that he is "telling a story, that of what we usually call 'secularization' in the modern West. And in doing so, I am trying to clarify what this process, often invoked, but still not very clear, amounts to. To do this properly, I should have had to tell a denser and more continuous story, something I have neither the time nor competence to do."

I want to use this quote to take a brief digression on what I found most frustrating about this book. The book is infuriatingly meandering. It has unhelpful chapter titles like Dilemmas I and Dilemmas II. He coins lots of neologisms like the Age of Mobilization and the Nova Effect to describe certain aspects of our secularizing society that are catchy enough to remember but that he describes in such a way that I’m never able to concisely summarize the ideas they’re supposed to represent.

The best analogy I can come up with is that it's like helping your aging grandfather clean out his basement. He knows a lot about what's in there. There are sparkling moments of insight into another life and another world as each old piece of junk he picks up one evokes another tale of hard-earned wisdom. But it’s not very organized. He hits the same points again and again, and though each time he might add another epiphanous bit of insight and detail, it’s exceedingly difficult to keep track of. He makes references to events and people as if you too were also intimately familiar with them.

That’s kind of what it is like to read Taylor’s book. When he mentions Charles Péguy, he simply refers to him as Péguy (without a first name) and offers no explanation of who this person is. When he does finally refer to him by his full name, he still only describes him as a “paradigm example of a modern who has found his own path.”

There is obviously a rough chronological order. Taylor starts around 1200 AD and ends in our present-day society, but a lot can still go wrong.

For example:


Telling the story can’t be elided; but it isn’t sufficient of itself. In fact, the whole discussion has to tack back and forth between the analytical and the historical. And at this point I want to start by laying out some broad features of the contrast between then and now, which will be filled in and enriched by the story. They fall in the range of the three big negative changes I alluded to above, but I’ll be proceeding from last to first, and in fact I want to mention five changes.



Why didn’t he just start by saying there are five changes and “allude” to them in the order he would ultimately describe them in more detail?

One more example: In Chapter 6, he refers to something called the fourfold eclipse. As I come across this term, I’m confused about what four things he’s referring to, so I go back to the beginning of the chapter and see that he starts by telling us he’ll be describing three facets and I think, oh this is just Taylor being Taylor. He changed the name and added a fourth thing at some point later. But no, these are actually distinct numberings of distinct things. The fourfold eclipse is part of the first of the three facets. And when he’s actually talking about each of these e_clipses_ in detail, he refers to them as anthropocentric shifts which probably explains why I was confused when he referred to them collectively as a fourfold eclipse later on.

The whole book is kind of like this.

Sorry, this is the last one. He numbers sections, sometimes he doesn't number sections, and sometimes he includes a helpful Rosetta Stone so you can translate between his different numbering systems:


The first is disenchantment, the undoing of obstacle 3 above to unbelief (I). Then entering the terrain of obstacle 2 (II), I want also to look at the way in which earlier society held certain profound tensions in equilibrium (III). This in turn was linked to a common understanding of time, which has since been done away with (IV). And lastly, I want to deal with the erosion of obstacle 1, in the way in which the old idea of cosmos has been replaced by the modern neutral universe (V).



But I wanted to include this final quote because Taylor spends a considerable amount of time describing what he sees as four essential pillars supporting our pre-modern worldview. And it is the slow destruction of these pillars that eventually lead us not simply to reject this worldview in favor of something else but to cease being able to understand it at all.

Enchantment: Over time, individuals lost what he calls an "enchanted" worldview. In an enchanted world meaning exists outside and independent of one's subjective experience and interpretation of them. Floods, earthquakes, and fires were the acts of a malevolent or angry God whose machinations remained necessarily inscrutable. We pray not just to God, but the saints, and we visit their shrines and sacred sites.There is magic and holy objects and relics that housed this magic, and one simply accepted this as a fact about the nature of human experience. This sense of the enchanted is closely related to another concept which he calls the "porous" (as opposed to the "buffered") self. The "porous" self had a locus of meaning that was both inside and outside the mind. Gods acted on the world in mysterious ways and this imbued events with meaning regardless of how we might feel or prefer to interpret them. Taylor will later use this idea of the "buffered" self to explain why we became more comfortable with the modern worldview.


These extra-human agencies are perhaps not so strange to us. They violate the second point of the modern outlook I mentioned above, viz., that (as we ordinarily tend to believe) the only minds in the cosmos are humans; but they nevertheless seem to offer a picture of minds, somewhat like ours, in which meanings, in the form of benevolent or malevolent intent can reside.

But seeing things this way understates the strangeness of the enchanted world. Thus precisely in this cult of the saints, we can see how the forces here were not all agents, subjectivities, who could decide to confer a favour. But power also resided in things.2 For the curative action of saints was often linked to centres where their relics resided; either some piece of their body (supposedly), or some object which had been connected with them in life, like (in the case of Christ), pieces of the true cross, or the sweat-cloth which Saint Veronica had used to wipe his face, and which was on display on certain occasions in Rome. And we can add to this other objects which had been endowed with sacramental power, like the Host, or candles which had been blessed at Candlemas, and the like. These objects were loci of spiritual power; which is why they had to be treated with care, and if abused could wreak terrible damage.



Another passage:


The High Renaissance theory of the correspondences, which while more an élite than a popular belief, partakes of the same enchanted logic, is full of such causal links mediated by meaning. Why does mercury cure venereal disease? Because this is contracted in the market, and Hermes is the God of markets. This way of thinking is totally different from our post-Galilean, mind-centred disenchantment. If thoughts and meanings are only in our minds, then there can be no “charged” objects, and the causal relations between things cannot be in any way dependent on their meanings, which must be projected on them from ourminds. In other words, the physical world, outside the mind, must proceed by causal laws which in no way turn on the moral meanings things have for us.



Chaos: The second is the acceptance of anti-structure or the shifting equilibrium between chaos and order. The pre-modern peasant saw himself within an order composed also of nobles and the clergy and to which he was subordinate. This was the way of things, and there wasn't much to be done about it. But occasionally, this sense of order was inverted. The peasants made fun of kings, dressed as clergy, and imposed chaos on this well-accepted order. Celebrations, like carnival, acted as a safety valve and served as an acceptance of chaos and our inability to entirely extirpate it.


[O]rder binds a primitive chaos, which is both its enemy but also the source of all energy, including that of order. The binding has to capture that energy, and in the supreme moments of founding it does this. But the years of routine crush this force and drain it; so that order itself can only survive through periodic renewal, in which the forces of chaos are first unleashed anew, and then brought into a new founding of order. Although the effort to maintain order against chaos could not but in the end weaken, tire, unless this order were replunged into the primal energies of chaos to emerge with renewed strength. Or something like this; it’s hard to get it entirely clear. [...]

It incorporates some sense of the complementarity, the mutual necessity of opposites, that is, of states which are antithetical, can’t be lived at the same time. Of course, we all live this at some level: we work for x hours, relax for y hours, sleep for z hours. But what is unsettling to the modern mind is that the complementarity behind carnival exists on the moral or spiritual level. We’re not just dealing with a de facto incompatibility, like that of sleeping and watching television at the same time. We’re dealing with things which are enjoined and those condemned, with the licit and illicit, order and chaos. All the above accounts have this in common, that they postulate a world, and underlying this perhaps a cosmos, in which order needs chaos, in which we have to give place to contradictory principles.



Time: The third was a more nuanced and complex sense of time. History did not simply exist as a series of ordinary events that happened in the past, but as something that could be, depending on context, closer or further from everyday experience. Religious festivals and ceremonies brought certain historical events of religious significance, out of time, and close at hand. I found his descriptions here somewhat confusing and the destruction of our pre-modern conception of time does not figure as prominently in the book as, for example, our slow loss of enchantment.


“Secular” time is what to us is ordinary time, indeed, to us it’s just time, period. One thing happens after another, and when something is past, it’s past. Time placings are consistently transitive. If A is before B and B before C, then A is before C. The same goes if we quantify these relations: if A is long before B, and B long before C, then A is very long before C.

Now higher times gather and re-order secular time. [...] Events which were far apart in profane time could nevertheless be closely linked. [...] for instance the sacrifice of Isaac and the Crucifixion of Christ. These two events were linked through their immediate contiguous places in the divine plan. They are drawn close to identity in eternity, even though they are centuries (that is, “aeons” or “saecula”) apart. In God’s time there is a sort of simultaneity of sacrifice and Crucifixion.

Similarly, Good Friday 1998 is closer in a way to the original day of the Crucifixion than mid-summer’s day 1997. Once events are situated in relation to more than one kind of time, the issue of time-placing becomes quite transformed. Why are higher times higher? The answer is easy for the eternity which Europe inherits from Plato and Greek philosophy. The really real, full being is outside of time, unchanging. Time is a moving image of eternity. It is imperfect, or tends to Imperfection.

[...]

[U]nlike our ancestors, we tend to see our lives exclusively within the horizontal flow of secular time. I don’t mean, once again, that people don’t believe in, say, God’s eternity. Many do. But the imbrication of secular in higher times is no longer for many people today a matter of common, “naïve” experience, something not yet a candidate for belief or disbelief because it is just obviously there; as it was for pilgrims at Compostela or Canterbury in the fourteenth century. (And as it may be today for many at Czéstachowa and Guadalupe; our secular age has geographical and social as well as temporal boundaries.)



Hierarchical Complementarity: The final aspect of pre-modern life is an accepted hierarchy, previously mentioned, of nobles, peasants, and clergy, each with their own important but definitely hierarchical roles.There was a great Chain of Being derived from a Platonic and Aristotelian ideas about an ordered cosmos, where we each had a place that was difficult or impossible to transcend. Though there was a clear hierarchy, there was also a sense that no matter where we were, we served an integral role.This lent a sense of acceptance of inequality and a clear idea of one’s role within society.


Now without overlooking these points of tension, we can read mediaeval Catholicism in one way as incorporating a kind of equilibrium based on hierarchical complementarity. This was certainly recognized as an organizing principle for the society as a whole. For instance, the famous formula: the clergy pray for all, the lords defend all, the peasants labour for all, encapsulates the idea that society is organized in complementary functions, which nevertheless are of unequal dignity. Similarly, the celibate vocations can be seen as higher, and undeniably the sacerdotal ones were so seen; but this doesn’t prevent them balancing the other, lower modes of life in a functional whole.

What this means is that there is in principle a place for something less than the highest vocation and aspirations. The tension resolves into an equilibrium.We’ll see in a minute that this was not the whole truth of the late Middle Ages, but it was part of it.



Taylor says that over the ensuing 500 years every aspect of this worldview, or "social imaginary" as he calls it, was destroyed. Who destroyed it?

The elites of course.

II. Oh the places elites go

According to Charles Taylor, for about 1000 years following the fall of the Roman Empire and the triumph of Christianity, we lived in this previously described enchanted world. There was a God, but he was not like the God of believers today. He did not present himself to us personally through individual prayer and devotion but interceded in the actual world around us. It was a world of miracles, magic, and “acts of God” (rather than natural disasters.) His immanence resided in the sacred relics of the parish church and the rituals we practiced as a community.

One example Taylor gives of this religiously saturated sense of community is the tradition of “beating the bounds”:


This kind of collective ritual action, where the principal agents are acting on behalf of a community, which also in its own way becomes involved in the action, seems to figure virtually everywhere in early religion, and continues in some ways up till our day. Certainly it goes on occupying an important place as long as people live in an enchanted world, as I remarked earlier in the discussion of disenchantment. The ceremony of “beating the bounds” of the agricultural village, for instance, involved the whole parish, and could only be effective as a collective act of this whole.4

This embedding in social ritual usually carries with it another feature. Just because the most important religious action was that of the collective, and because it often required that certain functionaries—priests, shamans, medicine men, diviners, chiefs, etc.—fill crucial roles in the action, the social order in which these roles were defined tended to be sacrosanct. This is, of course, the aspect of religious life which was most centrally identified and pilloried by the radical Enlightenment.



I’ll briefly note that another gripe I had throughout the book is the lack of depth in the examples he provides. He mentions “beating the bounds” a number of times, but really gives no better explanation of it than the quote above. I had to refer to Wikipedia to find out that it was a way for community members to understand the boundaries of their parish in the absence of easily available maps. I would say that overall, Taylor mostly fails to acknowledge the material reasons that often seemed to underlie many of his examples. And as someone completely enmeshed in a modern “social imaginary” that really emphasizes the materialist explanations for things, I would have appreciated greater treatment of these, even if he ultimately emphasized the transcendental or spiritual aspects. What role did the Black Death play, the Hundred Years War? The printing press? Taylor doesn’t really mention these things at all. The Protestant Reformation? That phrase only appears four times in the entire book.

But for reasons even Taylor cannot quite put his finger on, on or about 1200 AD, the world changed. The elites become interested in holding the laity to a higher standard. They need to go to confession. They need to participate in communion. Church officials send mendicant friars who are more educated than parish clergy to inculcate a higher standard of practice.

Faith and religiosity begin to focus more on death and judgment and less on fun festivals where townspeople walk around the perimeter of their parish and slap things with sticks. They needed to stop worshiping relics so much. It was also a shift toward individualism. People needed to stop hitting things with sticks and worshiping sweat-cloths so that they could focus on not sinning and avoiding their own eternal damnation.

The masses found this all kind of stressful. They demanded something to alleviate their anxiety. The church provided indulgences.

A counter-elite formed who considered the sale of these indulgences immoral and base. They took this more individualistic religiosity seriously and, via the Reformation, transcended the tension between judgment and good conduct by focusing on faith. They recast God not as judge but as savior. The hierarchy complementarity that involved the peasant, the nobility, and the clergy fulfilling their pre-ordained and immutable functions was eradicated intellectually and religiously if not socially. The clergy were not more worthy of praise than the peasants.. No vocation was inherently better than any other, and all could bring glory to God if you put a sort of asceticism, effort, prudence, and dignity in them. The spiritual and secular realms collapsed into one another.

Charles Taylor describes some of this elite scorn for the commoner’s faith by quoting Erasmus who he says “was repelled by the sheerly interested nature of much popular piety”:


There are those who worship certain heavenly powers with special rites. One

salutes Christopher daily, though only when he sees his image, because he has

persuaded himself that on such days he will be insured against an evil death.

Another worships St Roch—but why? Because he thinks to drive away the

plague. Another mumbles prayers to Barbara or George, lest they fall into the

hands of an enemy. This man vows to Apollonia to fast in order to escape

toothache; that one gazes on the image of St Job to get rid of the itch. Some

give part of their profits to the poor in order to keep their business from mishap;

some light candles to Jerome to restore a business already bad.



And so the first half of the book maps out a steadily intensifying cycle of attempted reforms with periodic regressions toward laxity but in which the trend is one where the elite work to establish norms of discipline, orderliness, and religious devotion not just among the clergy but among the laity as well.

Why was all this happening? Taylor gives frustratingly little space to the historical events that underlie some of these changes, but this is what he says:


[W]hat is remarkable is how, gathering pace in the sixteenth century in the wake of the Reforms, and then continuing at higher intensities, attempts are undertaken to make over the lower orders. They are precisely not left as they are, but badgered, bullied, pushed, preached at, drilled and organized to abandon their lax and disordered folkways and conform to one or another feature of civil behaviour. At the beginning, of course, there is no thought of making them over utterly to meet the full ideal; but nor did it seem acceptable just to leave them as they were. And by the end of this process, we enter a world, ours, where everyone among us is supposed to be “civilized”.

Why this pro-active stance? The motivation seems complex. One strand is readily understandable on the part of any élite anywhere: the people had to be disciplined because their disorder threatened the élite. This seems particularly evident in the brace of reforms of what were called in England the “poor laws”, whereby the conditions of relief for the indigent were strictly defined, begging forbidden or severely restricted, vagabondage outlawed, etc. It would appear that a rise in population, coupled with more difficult economic conditions in the sixteenth century, meant that the number of indigent increased; and their mobility did as well, as they gravitated to larger cities in search of the aid and sustenance they could no longer find at home. This larger, destitute and mobile population brought about conditions which were threatening to public order, facilitating crime and the spread of disease. The attempts to control relief, stop free-lance begging, prevent people from moving, can perhaps be understood as a response to these threats.

Later on, however, the motivation shifts from this negative concern to a positive one. The reform of society comes to be seen as an essential part of statecraft, as crucial to the maintenance and increase of state power. This comes with the dawning realization, first, that governmental action can help to improve economic performance, and second, that this performance was the essential precondition of military power.



And Taylor is also quick to emphasize that both the secular need for order and civility and the religious need for piety and devotion were mutually reinforcing and interacting:


In other words, the good order of civility, and the good order of piety, didn’t remain in separate uncommunicating compartments. They to some extent merged, and inflected each other. The drive to piety, to bring all real Christians (which were, of course, a minority, the saved, and didn’t include the foreknown to damnation, even if they were nominally members of the Church) up to the fully Godly life, inflects the agenda of social reform, and gives it a universalist-philanthropic thrust. And the demands of civility, which entailed some reordering of society, in turn give a new social dimension to the pious, ordered life.



Science during this time is not so much a revelation about the true secular nature of the world, but serves new religious purposes. There are fewer mysteries because God has given us reason with which we can investigate and come to understand his creation. Our present secular society was not so much sloughing off false beliefs, but actually arose from these attempts to elevate the piety of the masses, to get them to understand the benefits of a civilized society and the ways that this fit in with God's plan for the world. We serve him by understanding his creation and bringing it closer to the perfectibility which he embodies.

The idea that Taylor is trying to get at here is, as best as I can summarize, the following: This idea of God became less and less a part of the physical world. I think Taylor would argue that even my phrasing in that last sentence–the “idea of God”–reflects a modern worldview. That in the past, God wasn’t simply an idea “in the head” but something with bodily consequences. He mentions the close association between physical sickness and sin, the framework of insanity as possession rather than mental illness.  It seemed more and more remote from our everyday experience. Over generations and through cycles of intensifying faith and regression, God went from being viewed as almost a part of our bodily, material, and social world, to one in which it was seen as a largely personal relationship and devotion (which often simultaneously intensified religious belief) to a God who was responsible for organizing the world but other than getting things started, generally stayed out of worldly affairs (Deism).

The crucial shift occurred when not only had God come to be viewed as essentially distinct and outside worldly affairs but humanity increasingly saw themselves as masters of their own domain. They had success raising the bar of the masses, civilizing themselves and others, creating some semblance of order and security through determined effort. While this success might initially have been attributed to God’s grace, or be seen as a reflection of carrying out his will to create a more perfect world, it wasn’t so far-fetched to begin thinking that we might be able to achieve these things without God at all. And, to many, a more direct focus on the goal of human flourishing would lead to more human flourishing than a focus on bringing God’s vision of the world to reality or upholding his standards with human flourishing as a positive but secondary side-effect.

And this leads directly to what Taylor calls exclusive humanism. In his view, this is a more complicated story than one of faith simply receding before reason. For a while there was actually an intensifying faith, certainly among Puritans, Calvinists, and the various Evangelical movements in the United States. These were not the last dying gasps of religiosity on the run, a sort of costly signaling where people knowingly stake out increasingly bizarre and untenable positions to better identify members of their tribe, but in many ways a natural consequence of many of the changes and increased scientific understanding that were taking place. The focus on personal faith during the Protestant Reformation was not the last refuge of the faithful masses who could no longer maintain their belief in miracles and magic in the face of Enlightenment but genuinely seen as the route to a closer relationship with God. An understanding of evolution was not, initially, the death knell for religious faith but a way toward deeper faith through an understanding of God’s orderliness and the world he created for us.

But this set the stage for a shift where we began to see the human flourishing we might bring about as the product of human ingenuity alone. And that the contemplation of orderly nature alone is enough inspiration.


And so exclusive humanism could take hold, as more than a theory held by a tiny minority, but as a more and more viable spiritual outlook. There needed two conditions for its appearance: the negative one, that the enchanted world fade; and also the positive one, that a viable conception of our highest spiritual and moral aspirations arise such that we could conceive of doing without God in acknowledging and pursuing them. This came about in the ethic of imposed order (which also played an essential role in disenchantment), and in an experience with this ethic which made it seem possible to rely exclusively on intra-human powers to carry it through. The points at which God had seemed an indispensable source for this ordering power were the ones which began to fade and become invisible. The hitherto unthought became thinkable.



But these changes weren’t accepted with completely open arms, even among the elites. Many felt that this focus on good order and benevolence missed something essential about the human experience. The Romantics worried about a loss of appreciation for the human spirit, creativity, and greatness and sought it through art and an appreciation of nature. He sees individuals like Thomas Carlyle as Godless but nevertheless needing to "rescue some sense of the human potential for spiritual/moral ascent, in face of the degrading theory and practice of utlitarian-commercial-industrial society." Nietsche feels that this secular benevolence and exclusive humanism leads to pusillanimity and tries to reaffirm something of the warrior ethos, the ability to place reputation and honor above life itself.

These counter trends reflect a continuing sense even into the present day that life has lost some essential dimension of meaning. He quotes Matthew Arnold::


For rigorous teachers seized my youth,

And purged my faith, and trimmed its fire,

Showed me the high, white star of Truth,

There bade me gaze, and there aspire.

Even now their whispers pierce my gloom:

What dost thou in this living tomb?



III. Why?

If I can distill down what my interest in the book is and what I think Charles Taylor, in his very erudite but meandering way, is trying to address, is what is happening at an experiential and perceptual level as an entire society’s worldview changes. And I think I would summarize it by saying that within a perceptual worldview certain intellectual moves are possible. But that these intellectual moves will remain purely intellectual or theoretical until there is some sort of attached moral, ethical, emotional incentive that allows them to be more widely adopted at which point it can alter or shift wider society’s perceptual worldview. This altered perceptual worldview then becomes the background for further intellectual moves.

One example of this that seemed particularly explicit is where he talks about Matthew Tindal, a Deist author in the early 18th century. Taylor is trying to describe the ways in which God becomes almost a vestigial organ as shifting from a place of centrality inone’s life, world, and community to something increasingly less relevant.


Now the first anthropocentric shift comes with the eclipse of this sense of further purpose; and hence of the idea that we owe God anything further than the realization of his plan. Which means fundamentally that we owe him essentially the achievement of our own good. This was formulated by Tindal in his Christianity as Old as the Creation, a title which itself reflects the third facet of Deism, the appeal to an original natural religion. For Tindal, God’s purposes for us are confined to the encompassing of “the common Interest, and mutual Happiness of his rational Creatures.”

Now Tindal was an extreme case, and not many agreed with his book when it came out in the early eighteenth century. Tindal went all the way, while I am talking about a trend here. But Tindal was far from alone in giving voice to this trend. [...]

But beyond those who subscribed to these unambiguous formulations, even people who held to orthodox beliefs were influenced by this humanizing trend; frequently the transcendent dimension of their faith became less central.



Tindal takes an idea to its logical conclusions. He bites the bullet. No one really takes this seriously but perhaps he widens some intellectual understanding of what’s possible. And so change happens not at the individual level but at the societal level. As the next generation arrives, perhaps these ideas seem less novel and edgy and more like a background understanding. Perhaps certain practices have emerged that make these insights easier to appreciate or incorporate. At the societal level we lose a certain status quo bias that keeps us chained to tradition, but I think that Taylor would argue that we also lose some sort of tacit, experiential understanding of the world as it was and what it felt like to live in it. To truly understand someone’s ideas we would need to understand the context in which it was proposed, and that context is already gone.

And I think his claim is that it is our current “social imaginary” our set of values and ways of conceptualizing the world that make things like atheism seem reasonable and feel like rational choices even when they may not be. Scientific materialism has a certain appeal that is about more than its intellectual rigor. It's not the technical arguments that convince but the emotions that satisfy. And scientific materialism offered alongside its rational proofs, a sort of promise of hard-nosed sobriety, a sense of maturity, of being able to deal with difficult truths to those that embraced it. There needed to be socially, a culture that attaches this kind of emotional valence to particular ideas. It’s not that science appears more true but that faith appears more childish. And so we shouldn’t view a societal turn towards science and secularity as inevitable but as a function of certain emotional rewards that society began to provide in exchange for accepting it. And once the exchange is made, the demands of the new scientific ethic take over and we retrospectively justify it with ‘proofs’.

He gives some historical examples. He notes that the Protestant Reformation really didn't spark until Luther challenged church hierarchy with the idea of salvation by faith. And that the crucial aspect was the emotional valence rather than whatever rational critiques were made:


"But the important point is that in propounding salvation by faith, Luther was touching on the nevralgic issue of his day, the central concern and fear, which dominated so much lay piety, and drove the whole indulgences racket, the issue of judgment, damnation, salvation. In raising his standard on this issue, Luther was on to something which could move masses of people, unlike the humanist critique of mass piety, or the rejection of the sacred." (75)



He continues:


And in taking it up, Luther operated another reversal of the field of fear, analogous to that involved in denying church magic.  The sale of indulgences was driven by a fear of punishment. But Luther's message was that we are all sinners, and deserve punishment. Salvation involves facing and accepting this fully. Only in facing our full sinfulness, can we throw ourselves on the mercy of God, by which alone we are justified. "Who fears Hell runs towards it". We have to face down our fears, and this transmutes them into confidence in the saving power of God.



This is interesting, because you can imagine parallels today. There are many rational critiques of certain shibboleths by economists, rationalists, YIMBYs etc. But what is their equivalent of salvation by faith?

He sees these imaginaries as independent of truth and I admit that it is difficult for me to quite get into this mindset. I mean, I actually believe that hurricanes and earthquakes are natural disasters and not acts of God. What does it feel like to not think this is the natural explanation? One analog I could think of is perhaps our contemporary views of mental illness or a locus of control. The idea of someone having an internal versus external locus of control is less a matter of fact but of one’s stance toward sense experience. And though it certainly seems like there’s more of a factual basis to our ideas about mental illness, I'm reminded of a post by Scott where he talks about cross-cultural perceptions of things like PTSD. I think science would say PTSD is a real thing but I think there's another sense in which it's a complicated phenomena that emerges from certain ways we are socialized and learn to interpret our own experiences.

Like all vexing problems of epistemology and subjective experience, Taylor thinks Heidegger has something useful to say:


Our grasp of the world does not consist simply of our holding inner representations of outer reality. We do hold such representations, which are perhaps best understood in contemporary terms as sentences held true. But these only make the sense that they do for us because they are thrown up in the course of an ongoing activity of coping with the world, as bodily, social and cultural beings. This coping can never be accounted for in terms of representations, but provides the background against which our representations have the sense that they do. (2) As just implied, this coping activity, and the understanding which inhabits it, is not primarily that of each of us as individuals; rather we are each inducted into the practices of coping as social “games” or activities; some of which do indeed, in the later stages of development, call upon us to assume a stance as individuals. But primordially, we are part of social action. (3) In this coping, the things which we deal with are not ﬁrst and foremost objects, but what Heidegger calls “pragmata”, things which are the focal points of our dealings, which therefore have relevance, meaning, signiﬁcance for us, not as an add-on but from their ﬁrst appearance in our world. Later, we learn to stand back, and consider things objectively, outside of the relevances of coping.



Taylor's "social imaginary" is an important concept and I think contains the crux of his argument. There is a context for interaction, certain assumptions we make about how the world works and how people work, and we not only expect other people to also hold these assumptions but engage in a great deal of social interaction based on the assumption that others are also assuming the same thing, and we mostly try to get by without examining these assumptions and without thinking about them consciously at all. And that the process of social transformation is not about any one individual spontaneously choosing to examine his social imaginary or his social milieu or actively seeking out evidence why it might be wrong but the process over successive generations of elite ideas slowly seeping in. Ideas about the economy, the public sphere, or individual sovereignty start off as theories but gradually penetrate, interact with, and transform these social imaginaries.

This is how Taylor views our ideas about individualism:


Individualism is the normal fruit of human self regard absent the illusory claims of God, the Chain of Being, or the sacred order of society. In other words, we moderns behave as we do because we have “come to see” that certain claims were false—or on the negative reading, because we have lost from view certain perennial truths. What this view reads out of the picture is the possibility that Western modernity might be powered by its own positive visions of the good, that is, by one constellation of such visions among available others, rather than by the only viable set left after the old myths and legends have been exploded. …The analogy should be evident between the moral death of God story, and its science-driven stable-mate, as well as epistemology. All make a crucial move which they present as a “discovery”, something we “come to see” when certain conditions are met. In all cases, this move only looks like a discovery within the frame of a newly constructed understanding of ourselves, our predicament and our identity. The element of “discovery” seems unchallengeable, because the underlying construction is pushed out of sight and forgotten. In terms of my discussion a few pages ago, all these accounts “naturalize” the features of the modern, liberal identity. They cannot see it as one, historically constructed understanding of human agency among others.



IV. Archimedes Chronophone, revisited:

Describing the modern worldview that is neutral, objective, disinterested:


From within itself, the epistemological picture seems unproblematic. It comes across as an obvious discovery we make when we reﬂect on our perception and acquisition of knowledge. All the great foundational ﬁgures: Descartes, Locke, Hume, claimed to be just saying what was obvious once one examined experience itself reﬂectively. Seen from the deconstruction, this is a most massive self-blindness. Rather what happened is that experience was carved into shape by a powerful theory which posited the primacy of the individual, the neutral, the intra-mental as the locus of certainty. What was driving this theory? Certain “values”, virtues, excellences: those of the independent, disengaged subject, reﬂexively controlling his own thought processes, “self-responsibly” in Husserl’s famous phrase. There is an ethic here, of independence, self-control, self-responsibility, of a disengagement which brings control; a stance which requires courage, the refusal of the easy comforts of conformity to authority, of the consolations of an enchanted world, of the surrender to the promptings of the senses. The entire picture, shot through with “values”, which is meant to emerge out of the careful, objective, presuppositionless scrutiny, is now presented as having been there from the beginning, driving the whole process of “discovery”.21” (559)



Eliezer Yudkowsky once described a rationalist thought experiment that he called Archimedes’ Chronophone. The idea is this:

Wouldn’t it have been so much better for humanity if we had simply advanced a little more quickly along the moral and technological frontier? If we’d decided slavery was bad thousands of years ago instead of hundreds, if the Greeks had finished their steam engine, if the Egyptians had discovered the scientific method?

Imagine that Archimedes had invented a temporal telephone that would relay your speech from 2022 to his time in 250 BC but with one catch: everything you say is translated such that it doesn’t preserve your literal speech but the cognitive map that underlies it. If you want to tell Archimedes that slavery is bad, it is easy for you in 2022 to come up with all many of justifications that come instantly to mind. But what Archimedes hears is that slavery is great because it is right and natural that certain men should rule over others.

The idea is that what is transmitted are the intellectual strategies that underlie one’s statements rather than the statements themselves. In contemporary culture, slavery is considered universally reprehensible because we take as axiomatic a person’s right to dignity and autonomy, etc., etc. Similarly, in the culture of Archimedes, slavery was considered sensible and mostly unquestioned because *insert whatever easily available justifications come to mind that weren’t arrived at through individual effort and skeptical exploration but through received wisdom and cultural osmosis*.

What you need instead is the intellectual strategy that turns a person in Archimedes’ time from pro-slavery to anti-slavery. They couldn’t have known the answer in advance as we do, so how did it happen?

I think Charles Taylor’s book tries to give an answer to that. I think he would say it’s something that’s both intellectual and emotional. It’s a little bit of elitist contempt coupled with an intellectual need for logical coherence. But that it’s also short-sightedness and cognitive bias. That we often fail to understand the full implications of our ideas because we operate within a social milieu that is never questioned because we don’t even realize it is something that we can question. That the only way to change the world is to put our stake in the ground so that when the next generation comes, they see us not as interlopers but as part of the background of their experience and worldview. And that whatever we do, it will have implications we cannot possibly anticipate in advance.






A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again by David Foster Wallace

In March of 2020, when cruise stocks plummeted, and so many predicted the impending death or decay of the whole industry, I bought them all up, wildly, without regard for the doomsaying soothsayers, not because of profit/cost ratios, technical analyses, or sober assessments of liquid cash reserves, but because of a piece of well-regarded literary journalism from the 1990s, an 100-page review/recollection/hallucination of a 7-day tropical cruise by a man who was then and remains, in death, “one of his generation’s pre-eminent talents” and who is almost certainly one of about three American fiction writers of the last thirty years with a name that carries the world-historical ‘oomph’ of a Hemingway, Faulkner, or Pynchon.

The writer, of course, is David Foster Wallace, and the essay ‘A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again’, originally published by Harper’s Magazine in 1996 under the rather more uninspired title ‘Shipping Out’. It has since become one of the most widely praised essays in the American canon, up there, kind of amazingly, with stuff like Didion’s ‘The White Album’ and Baldwin’s ‘Notes of a Native Son’ not only because it is funny and clever and full of approachable little philosophical tidbits like:

An ad that pretends to be art is—at absolute best—like somebody who smiles warmly at you, only because he wants something from you.

but because it takes as its subject the modern conception of “fun” as a risk-free, guilt-free, duty-free period of pampering meant to resemble as close as possible the antenatal condition of choice-less bliss. The concept is reified and perfected in the form of a 7-day luxury cruise upon the MV Zenith. Said cruise fortuitously forces DFW to scramble for clear internal positions in regard to several items of pretty grand import including but not limited to: the ocean as endless primordial abyss, skeet-shooting, his own terror of death, professional smiles, and shuffleboard. And there is perhaps no better passage to display the essay’s particular merits than the one on good old, septuagenarian-approved shuffleboard:

Organized shuffleboard has always filled me with dread. Everything about it suggests infirm senescence and death: it’s a game played on the skin of a void, and the rasp of the sliding puck is the sound of that skin getting abraded away bit by bit.

The only trouble is that it’s a prestige magazine piece and so by the time he’s spat out one Sartre-by-way-of-Larry-David style gem, he’s already moved on to the next, with little time to unpack each existentially panicked observation. I shudder at the thought of how many such tidbits were cut out for the sake of journalistic brevity—by DFW’s own report, during the cruise he ‘filled almost three Mead notebooks trying to figure out whether it was Them or Just Me.”

An extremely callous devil’s advocate might say, “It was obviously you, DFW. You were admitted into psych-wards on multiple occasions for clinical, near-catatonic depression, and committed suicide in 2007. Meanwhile, the worldwide cruise industry has gone from serving a meager 4,970,000 people the year you cruised, 1995, to pampering 27,508,900 in 2019! So clearly it was Just You.”

Meanwhile I, DFW, and the text of the essay itself might humbly suggest this growth is not proof that DFW’s cruise-caused neuroses were incidental more to his mental illness than the experience itself, but rather, the exact opposite. In fact, it’s the explosion in popularity not just in cruising, but every choice-less pampering-adjacent style of “fun” that has rendered the essay not just timeless and funny, but extremely, improbably, important.

Yet at the outset, the essay is merely an amusing recollection of a ridiculously tame tropical vacation. DFW begins with a multi-paragraph list of sensory data, all shot-through with an attitude that more than snarky or cynical, is awed, even seemingly humbled by the sheer novelty of what’s occurred:


I now understand the term “Duty Free.”

I now know the maximum cruising speed of a cruise ship in knots. I have had escargot, duck, Baked Alaska, salmon w/ fennel, a marzipan pelican, and an omelette made with what were alleged to be trace amounts of Etruscan truffle. I have heard people in deck chairs say in all earnestness that it’s the humidity rather than the heat. I have been—thoroughly, professionally, and as promised beforehand—pampered. I have, in dark moods, viewed and logged every type of erythema, keratinosis, pre-melanomic lesion, liver spot, eczema, wart, papular cyst, potbelly, femoral cellulite, varicosity, collagen and silicone enhancement, bad tint, hair transplants that have not taken—i.e. I have seen nearly naked a lot of people I would prefer not to have seen nearly naked. I have felt as bleak as I’ve felt since puberty…



And on and on in monotonous verbal orbit around the real focus of the essay, which is of course that very bleakness and its resultant death-consciousness, and their origins in that rich, equally monotonous period of non-stop pampering aboard the cruise. And it’s really not a subtle thing, this bleakness. It’s right there on page five, right after DFW’s assertion that the constant repetition of the word ‘pamper’ in the cruise line’s promotional material is in no way an accident—said material is attempting to draw a subliminal parallel between their product and that of the famed diaper brand. He then states, in plain terms:


There is something about a mass-market Luxury Cruise that’s unbearably sad. Like most unbearably sad things, it seems incredibly elusive and complex in its causes and simple in its effect: on board the Nadir—especially at night, when all the ship’s structured fun and reassurances and gaiety-noise ceased—I felt despair. The word’s overused and banalified now, despair, but it’s a serious word and I’m using it seriously. For me it denotes a simple admixture—a weird yearning for death combined with a crushing sense of my own smallness and futility that presents as a fear of death. It’s maybe close to what people call dread or angst. But it’s not these things, quite. It’s more like wanting to die in order to escape the unbearable feeling of becoming aware that I’m small and weak and selfish and going without any doubt at all to die. It’s wanting to jump overboard.



And there is something extremely cathartic about reading a neurotic person’s pained processing of something so superficially mild as a luxury cruise. That, more than anything else, is the reason this essay has remained popular. All of us have trouble enjoying our vacations, but we manage to suppress those feelings in the name of getting our money’s worth. DFW is one who not only could not suppress such feelings, but was, in fact, incentivized to expound upon them, to fill up notebooks with them inside his clean little cabin. This is an invaluable service to us, the reading public, best explained by a metaphor he uses in another essay to describe his undergraduate students’ collective inability to appreciate Kafka:


We all know that there is no quicker way to empty a joke of its peculiar magic than to try to explain it—to point out, for example that Lou Costello is mistaking the proper name ‘Who’ for the interrogative pronoun ‘who’, and so on…Kafka of course, would be in a unique position to appreciate the irony of submitting his short stories to this kind of high-efficiency critical machine, the literary equivalent of tearing the petals off and grinding them up and running the goo through a spectrometer to explain why a rose smells so pretty.



Replace ‘joke’ with ‘hedonistic experience’ and it becomes an apt description of DFW’s own process of reportage; he dissects common pleasurable experiences, primarily through investigations into why we find them pleasurable, by way of exploring why he fails to find them pleasurable. Because to DFW, the cruise is nothing short of torturous, psychologically excepting a few bright moments, such as his interactions with Tibor, the essay’s Dostoyevskian idiot and foil to atheistic and lost DFW.. Tibor the waiter shines with the particular brilliance that competent, content, and healthily-resigned-to-reality people always do when faced with the neurotic, and I find myself sharing the same profound admiration for him as DFW:


_He is 35 and about 5’ 4’’ and plump, and his movements have the bird-like economy characteristic of small plump graceful men. Menu-wise, Tibor advise_s and recommends, but without the hauteur that’s always made me hate the gastropedantic waiters in classy restaurants. Tibor is omnipresent without being unctuous or oppressive; he is kind and warm and fun. I sort of love him…Tibor was circling the table and asking each of us how our entree was, and we all regarded this as just one of those perfunctory waiter-questions and all perfunctorily smiled and cleared our mouths and said Fine, Fine—and Tibor finally stopped and he looked down at us all with a pained expression and changed his timbre slightly so it was clear that he was addressing the whole table: “Please. I ask each: is excellent? Please. If excellent, you say, and I am happy. If not excellent, please do not say excellent. Let me fix. Please.”



The careful reader of this essay will notice that Tibor is just about the only non-pathetic passenger or employee aboard, the only one you don’t end up feeling sorry for. DFW’s tendency to portray all of humanity as kind of dithering, lost, and sad is so pronounced he even exaggerates the tendency into a verbal tick, wherein just about everyone is christened ‘Poor old X’ as convenient short hand for ‘here we have yet another example of endlessly fallible, petty, decaying human stock’ or else ‘Good Old X’ for ‘here we have same but of a kind with familiar and admirable qualities’. The amount of pity he’s able to wrench out of me as a reader is rather incredible. I’ve never felt such strong empathy for a run-of-the mill American twenty-something as with Winston, DFW’s sometime table tennis partner:


As with good old Tibor, I don’t probe Winston in any serious journalistic way, although in this case it’s not so much because I fear getting [him] in trouble as because (nothing against good old Winston personally) he’s not exactly the brightest bulb in the ship’s intellectual chandelier, if you get my drift. E.g. Winston’s favorite witticism when deejaying in the Scorpio Disco is to muff or spoonerize some simple expression then laugh and slap himself in the head and go “Easy for me to say!” …he’s also unpopular with the younger crowd at the Scorpio Disco because he always wants to play Top-40ish homogenized rap instead of real vintage disco…[he] also sometimes seemed to suffer from the verbal delusion that he was an urban black male; I have no idea what the story is on this or what conclusions to draw from it.



Nearly everyone DFW encounters is at least this pitiful and loathsome. There’s the mother of a 9-year-old chess prodigy who hovers over her daughter and DFW’s game hawkishly, and the spoiled teenager who takes one hundred dollars from her grandparents every night and never says thank you; there is also Mona, the girl at DFW’s table who speaks only of her deadbeat, parasitic boyfriend with whom she is infatuated, and at the center of it all of course, is pitiable DFW himself:


As a kind of semi-agoraphobe who spends massive amounts of time in my cabin, I come to have a really complex dependency/shame relation with Cabin Service…I am kind of a slob, and I’m in Cabin 1009 a lot, and I also come and go a lot, and when I’m in here in 1009 I sit in bed and write in bed while eating fruit and generally mess up the bed.



There is a way in which this essay can be read as a piece of near-future dystopian science fiction. The trouble is, it all really happened, more than twenty years ago, and so the mind reels at what cruising must be like in the age of the internet and the iPhone. And thus my mind did reel when I cruised in 2019, just a few months before cruising became an impossibility. Shamefully, I managed, like most good cruisers, to ignore my (and DFW’s, as I’d already read the essay) high-minded objections to such indulgence, and merely ate a lot of almost-great food and enjoyed seven better-than-average sunsets. Yet by the last couple of days the despair had wormed it’s way in, and I very much wanted to get off and go home. I was tired of my room being clean and the food being free and everything being just a short walk away. On the face of it, I felt bored, and the law of diminishing returns quickly worked its magic on every piece of steak I ate, every friendly chat with a stranger I initiated—by the end I despised how little any of it would or could matter, even on the meager scale a week of living can be measured. I felt the cruise was a simulacrum of something, but I was too full of food and drink to decide what. Luckily, DFW did so for me, much in the same way the cruise staff cracked open my lobster shells and peppered my salads (one could argue readers of DFW are philosophically pampered, even hand-held through the entertaining tidbits between moments of great insight. There’s no one else I enjoy reading so much, and in a sense that scares me). He humbly submits that the cruise, in looking after your every need, is a simulation of having people around who love you and care about you. This seems obvious on the face of it. One could put that description beside ‘western standards of professional hospitality’ in some strange cultural dictionary. Yet in its particulars, DFW’s point suggests the devastating consequences of what is basically an endless procession of hollow, cynical gestures of faked care:


I submit that there’s something deeply mind-fucking about the Type-A-personality service and pampering on the Nadir, and that the manic invisible cabin-cleaning provides the clearest example of what’s creepy about it. Because, deep down, it’s not really like having a mom. Pace the guilt and nagging, etc., a mom cleans up after you largely because she loves you—you are the point, the object of the cleaning somehow. On the Nadir, though, once the novelty and convenience have worn off, I begin to see that the phenomenal cleaning really has nothing to do with me…it’s been particularly traumatic for me to realize that Petra is cleaning Cabin 1009 phenomenally well simply because she’s under orders to do so…I mean, if pampering and radical kindness don’t seem motivated by strong affection and thus don’t somehow affirm one or help assure one that one is not, finally, a dork, of what final and significant value is all this indulgence and cleaning…since the ultimate point and object of the cleaning isn’t you but rather cleanliness and order, it’s going to be a relief for her when you leave. Meaning her hygienic pampering of you is actually evidence that she doesn’t want you around. The Nadir doesn’t have the Scotchguarded carpet or plastic-wrapped furniture of a true anal-type host like this, but the psychic aura’s the same, and so’s the projected relief of getting out.



Yet he does not get out, even when given the chance during the ship’s frequent dockings. This is less due to the semi-agoraphobia as the fairly commonplace desire among the highly conscientious to to not be among the gibbering masses of tourists who tour only in the most bland and touristic of places, where locals leer at you with mild disdain. He notes, quite correctly, that “there is something inescapably bovine about an American tourist in motion as part of a group. A certain greedy placidity about them,” and he finds the concept of joining such a group unappetizing, embarrassing even. The sad part about this, is that he accepts what he sees as destiny, something inescapable:


A further self-esteem-lowerer is how bored all the locals look when they’re dealing with U.S. tourists. We bore them. Boring somebody seems way worse than offending or disgusting them.

Yet in reality, experienced travelers know that the slightest modicum of effort can upgrade you in the eyes of locals from yet another tourist to a living breathing human being in mere seconds. A few words of local language, a simple joke, a trip down a path less taken, and the bovine herd is irrelevant, and you are not just another tourist but an individual, capable of forming a relationship with the novel locals and environment beyond simple observer-observed and customer-seller.

DFW admits that he’d hardly left the country at time of writing, and it shows both in his tendency to label things like the bovine herds of tourists and love of lowbrow mass-market entertainment as uniquely American, and his inability to discern that travel and enjoyment of exotic locals is a skill much like other skills, one that most tourists simply don’t possess. One of the most tragic aspects of DFW’s early death is that a writer as great as he never traveled far and wide enough to understand that almost everything he viewed as problematic in American culture was and is far more universal than he ever dared dream. What would he have had to say about African teenagers, less than a generation removed from grinding poverty, and still living in small villages, scrolling on their smartphones and receiving algorithmic indoctrination into the manners and mores of the West? We’ll never know, and instead we’re left only with the glib observation that Caribbean trinket-sellers are bored with American trinket buyers, and do not attempt to hide that fact. The fact that this might seem interesting to the swanky east-coast magazine readers DFW was writing for speaks to one thing that is almost uniquely American, at least in it’s level of intensity: the incredible insularity of cultural focus, and the belief that the American experience is primary and default as opposed to all others.

Thus far, I’ve seen the strength of this implicit belief in primacy and importance matched only in Japan, which was literally closed off for 220 years and so has an obvious excuse for its insularity. That it wouldn’t have occurred to poor old DFW and swanky east-coast magazine readers that American tourists aren’t inherently interesting is more than a little sad. I don’t mean to harp on this point, but it’s a constant refrain not just in this essay, but all of DFW’s writing. What seems on the surface to be self-deprecation is in fact reinforcement in this belief in American primacy:

…the source of all the dissatisfactions [with cruise service] isn’t the Nadir at all but rather plain old humanly conscious me, or, more precisely, that ur-American part of me that craves and responds to pampering and passive pleasure: the Dissatisfied Infant part of me, the part that always and indiscriminately WANTS.

This section, delusions of self-deprecating American exceptionalism aside, brings us to the essay’s main point, which is essentially an analysis of the contrast between what the cruise brochure promises, and what the experience actually delivers:

…the promise to sate the part of me that always and only WANTS—is the central fantasy the brochure is selling. The thing is to notice that the real fantasy here isn’t that this promise will be kept, but that such a promise is keepable at all. This is a big one, this lie. And of course I want to believe it—fuck the Buddha—I want to believe that maybe this Ultimate Fantasy vacation will be enough pampering…but the Infantile part of me is insatiable—in fact it’s whole essence or dasein or whatever lies in its a priori insatiability.



Yet DFW admits elsewhere that all the other cruisers are enjoying themselves, and have managed to turn off the parts of their mind that prevent even a momentary sensation of satiation. He likewise admits he has no idea how they do it, and fails to receive any real answer as to how he might achieve it himself. But of course, there is a grand metaphor at the end of the essay, an image that contains the whole—DFW is sitting in the crowd before a famous British hypnotist, the week’s final and climactic piece of literally mind-numbing entertainment—and he is resisting hypnosis with all his might. He cites a particular susceptibility to hypnosis as the reason, and so white knuckles his way through by a self-willed detachment that is itself a form of hypnosis:


…I find myself, in my comfortable navy-blue seat, going farther and farther away inside my head…pulling mentally back, seeing the hypnotist and subjects and audience and Celebrity Show Lounge and deck and then the whole motorized vessel itself with the eyes of someone not aboard, visualizing the M.V.. Nadir at night, right at this moment, steaming north at 21.4 knots…hearing muffled laughter and music and [the club’s] muffled throb and the hiss of receding wake and seeing, from the perspective of this nighttime sea, the good old Nadir complexly aglow, angelically white, lit up from within, festive, imperial, palatial…yes, this: like a palace: it would look like a kind of floating palace, majestic and terrible, to any poor soul out here on the ocean at night, alone in a dinghy, or not even in a dinghy but simply and terribly floating, a man overboard, treading water, out of sight of all land.



But crucially, the essay doesn’t end here, with the almost Lovecraftian image of mammoth, bone-white pleasure palace upon the high seas, throbbing with the power of what tools it uses to keep it’s prisoners enraptured. He continues right past this image, and gives us a strangely happy ending:


This deep and creative visual trance—[the hypnotist’s] true and accidental gift to me—lasted all through the next day and night, which period I spent entirely in Cabin 1009, in bed, mostly looking out the spotless porthole, with trays and various rinds all around me, feeling maybe a little bit glassy-eyed but mostly good—good to be on the Nadir and good soon to be off, good that I had survived (in a way) being pampered to death (in a way)—and so I stayed in bed. And even though the tranced stasis caused me to miss the final night’s climactic P.T.S. and the Farewell Midnight Buffet and then Saturday’s docking and a chance to have my After photo taken with Captain G. Panagiotakis, subsequent reentry into the adult demands of landlocked real-world life wasn’t nearly as bad as a week of Absolutely Nothing had led me to fear.



Our hero, having comforted himself with the alienation borne of his image of the ship’s exterior grandiosity, ostensibly sails off into the sunset and enjoys the afterglow of not just this cruise but of having recently completed the most important novel of the 90s, good old Infinite Jest. It’s then up to Us, the readers, to make sense of what he’s undergone, to try and understand how much of it was him, and how much of it was Them, and if the vivid neuroses of this talented gen-Xer mean anything much, in the grand scheme of things.

At the risk of seeming to use the same trick twice, I want to use an image from the essay to illustrate the questionable import of DFW’s writings. Because he is in many ways a controversial writer. A great many well-educated people roll their eyes at the esteem and ‘status’ DFW, and especially Infinite Jest have received. There is also the infamous quote from literary critic Harold Bloom:


You know, I don't want to be offensive. But 'Infinite Jest' is just awful. It seems ridiculous to have to say it. He can't think, he can't write. There's no discernible talent.



Though I’m wont to dismiss this as the casual dismissal of an old curmudgeon who simply refuses to give a young and trendy writer his due, I can’t help but see a kernel of truth in it. To a critic who saw Dante and Shakespeare as the beating heart of all past and future literary achievement, I can see how DFW’s writing could come off as mere hand-wringing, the vain navel-gazing of a virtuosic undergraduate that has gained praise merely because it has been pushed to it’s absolute limit in both verbosity and vividness. But that is more the aesthetic of Wallace than the core of him; he aimed to relentlessly entertain and enthrall through complex configurations of plot, character, and form, whilst imparting, or at least suggesting, moral imperatives with the confidence and power of the old Russian greats. And thus his description of his female table-mates’ laughs serves a metaphor for his own work’s difficult-to-pin-down significance:


One of the reasons I liked all these women (except Mona) so much was because they laughed really hard at my jokes, even lame or very obscure jokes; although they all had this curious way of laughing where they sort of screamed before they laughed, I mean really and discernibly screamed, so that for one excruciating second you could never tell whether they were getting ready to laugh or whether they were seeing something hideous and scream-worthy over your shoulder…

This, the early 21st century, is the excruciating moment, and DFW’s work the scream. In dismissal of his work as pretentious, or his fears as misplaced, I detect the same impulse as what is at work in us when we dismiss real concerns over youngsters and their iPhones as stodgy and pointless. Collectively, we are unsure if there is something behind our shoulders, some horrible unforeseen price to be paid for the ever accelerating race towards greater access to low-risk, low-investment hedonism, and the universal pampering to our needs not just as consumers of food and drink, but of novelty, insipid social interactions, and status games.



Or perhaps his work is just a scream of a different kind, a tick particular to his psychological make up, possessing little significance for those who hear it. But from where I sit, the individual experiences of people in wealthy nations resemble DFW’s cruisers more and more, and the lines are quickly being drawn between those, who like DFW, cannot suppress their discomfort at indulging in easy pleasures, and those who, like the happy voyagers aboard the Nadir, learn to ignore the resonant knock of hollow things, and instead relax into the pampering, making sure to get their money’s worth.

Seen in this light, DFW was the beginning of a significant reactionary movement, one that was then composed merely of his own feelings of disgust and confusion for a world fast becoming nothing but a space within which people move from one pleasure-conduit to another. But this movement now encompasses an explicitly political self-help movement wherein people do ‘dopamine detoxes’ become ‘digital minimalists’ or even, god forbid, honest-to-god religious people for whom this whole thing has become an actual holy war between ‘degenerates’ and the ‘based’ with no less than the fate of western civilization at stake.

But no matter the degree to which one believes there is any real conflict going on at all, it’s still tempting to see DFW as a kind of particularly farsighted scout, who left behind copious, obsessively detailed notes about what loomed on the horizon, and then quietly departed the battlefield before things got really hairy. This humble cruise essay is not only one of the best and most illuminating of his field reports, but also, and I truly believe this, one of those pieces that will be honored, in the way someone like Montaigne or Shakespeare is honored today, by people three-hundred years from now who will look back on and declare DFW’s cruise essay as ‘one of the first truly modern pieces of writing’. Whether or not this is a good thing, is of course determined by our own relationship to pleasure, and to what degree we believe the world should be designed to provide it to us in vast and easily digestible quantities.






A Swim in a Pond in the Rain by George Saunders

Shit. What a story!

Why are some stories, movies, blog posts or e-mails better than the others?

George Saunders teaches creative writing at Syracuse University for over two decades. A Swim in a Pond in the Rain (Goodreads: 4.57, 7.8k ratings) was published in 2021 and is about four Russians (Chekhov, Turgenev, Tolstoy and Gogol) giving “a master class on writing, reading, and life.”

Saunders practises what he teaches; he has won several awards for his short stories and is also a winner of prestigious Booker Prize for his 2017 debut novel Lincoln in the Bardo.

Who should read it?

Everyone who would like:


	to understand what makes a good story, a movie, an article or a blog post,

	to learn about the art of writing,

	to get an expert insight of why and how good stories work and

	to read and watch better.



[image: ]

Top 3 takeaways

This book is beautiful. Saunders invites us to the backstage, and I invite you to think about one of your hobbies. Got it?

Now imagine a world class expert showing you all the little tricks that are hard to see. Imagine a master revealing the tricks of the trade and allowing you to disagree. Imagine a passionate teacher that gives you everything. How does it feel?

These seven short stories and a commentary will improve your understanding of storytelling; not only will you read books, articles, blog posts or watch the movies differently, but you will also start to think about your own writing in a different way.

Revision, precision and years of f*cking hard work. This is what it takes. Ok, let me calm down. What else do we need?

1. Good story = escalation + pattern + causality

My interpretation in a nutshell: A good story has well developed patterns, an intelligent causality and is always escalating.

If you’d set out to visualise this, you take Freytag’s pyramid as a base, ok, and then you show everyone you are no good in drawing by adding patterns and causality.

[image: ]

Freytag’s pyramid (1900) with additions.

"Always be escalating."

Besides reading Russian classics we also learned about escalation in primary school in Slovenia. Nothing new, is it? We all know it from page turners like Da Vinci Code and all the Netflix binge material.

That's all a story is, really: a continual system of escalation. A swath of prose earns its place in the story to the extent that it contributes to our sense that the story is (still) escalating.

The difference is in what way the escalation hits us; on the surface, or does it move us deeply? Similar to, hmm, wine: one hits different to another.

"Every story is a pattern story."

A story is a conversation between the writer and the reader. Should the writer annoy the reader, well, she will stop reading.

Good stories establish a pattern and "we expect it to recur. When it does recur, slightly altered, we take pleasure in this and infer meaning from the alteration."

Remember the last time you expected something to happen, and it in fact happened, but was slightly different than expected? I bet you felt good! In that movie, remember, you anticipated XYZ, so smart of you, it happened, but differently. Maybe you said ‘wow,’ touched his hand, gasped loudly or even cried? You kept it for yourself, because you are more of an introvert? Also fine! Bottom line: it made you feel.

Good, we now have patterns and escalation, and to win a Booker Prize (or at least your reader’s heart) you will need something amazing: causality.

Causality is what makes a masterpiece

You enter a room full of dominos, set in a long line. You push the first one, they collapse one after another, smooth as f.

“Beautiful as long as it lasted!”

You look ahead. There is another door; dominos again. (What will happen in this room? I know you know!) You push the first one and soon after the chain stops. Again and again.

“There must have been a retard at work here,” you think before you see another door… ok, enough.

Obviously "the problem is not in making things happen but in making one thing seem to cause the next." This is harder than dominos and requires a lot of hard work and probably talent?

Causality is to the writer what melody is to the songwriter: a superpower that the audience feels as the crux of the matter; the thing the audience actually shows up for; the hardest thing to do; that which distinguishes the competent practitioner from the extraordinary one.

2. A good story is a black box with perfect interior and an Answer

A story puts you in a big black box with a door. You will leave a good one changed, because what happens in there is “thrilling and non-trivial.” Everything in this box, each object, everything you take in your hands makes sense and is there for a reason. Every time you enter you discover and see things anew.

If I paraphrase Cornfeld (ibid.); in a good movie you will notice that every scene does two things:


Notes


[1]

it is entertaining in its own way and



[2]

it advances the story in a non-trivial way.

Writer is like an architect and interior designer; he/she first sets the structure, and then designs the interior. For “The Darling” Chekhov defines the black box:

Once upon a time there was a woman who became whatever she loved.

He then looks inside and becomes an interior designer:

Really? How about we test that supposition? Hmm. How to do that? Oh, I know: kill off her first love and present her with a second.

Reader will ask a question (what will happen with her second love?) and the story will answer. The structure (elements in the black box) will be specific and meaningful. Some stories will be revised a thousand times or the master will make it happen immediately, but only because he built hundreds of black boxes in decades (“Aljosha the pot” by Tolstoy).

3. Accept your voice and make it louder and louder

Saunders explains how he aspired to write like Hemingway, but after some time accepted that at most, he can only become a hemingwayish side-kick. He accepted he is George and hoped for the best:

This is a big moment for any artist (this moment of combined triumph and disappointment), when we have to decide whether to accept a work of art that we have to admit we weren't in control of as we made it and of which we're not entirely sure we approve. It is less, less than we wanted it to be, and yet it's more, too–it's small and a bit pathetic, judged against the work of the great masters, but there it is, all ours.

Let’s have a look. Say you need to rewrite this opening to a story:

The sun fell into Ann's window with a force that, lying in bed, she keenly felt on her wrist as she went to answer the phone. It was so early. Who could be calling so early? Outside there was a truck or bus going by.

How would you open? Saunders goes:

Jesus. Who could be calling so early?

This is his voice and I find it beautiful. Short and it makes me want to see the next sentence. But, please, it is not the right way, it is the right way for Saunders’ voice. Finding your voice is hard. You need to listen carefully and encourage it to grow louder and louder.

My personal experience / How did it change me?

This was a powerful; I already re-read a couple of the stories. I am not gonna lie, I did not like all of them first time. What helped me appreciate them more was when Saunders took me backstage, “Look there, do you see? This is why and this is how.” Sound structure and beautiful design.

As instructed I went and compared two stories from Tolstoy to see what 39 years of working on your craft does. And, my God, it does.__1

For my own writing:


	using the word “shit” is fine, because it’s a part of my voice,

	commitment to revise sentences, paragraphs and storyline is a virtue, not a problem,

	each sentence should help the reader to read on; read your writing (can also be a simple e-mail!) like a reader would.



Closing remarks

My favourite book of 2021, a strong 5/5. A delightful, but also a humbling experience; it makes you appreciate how hard is it to build a good black box. And these guys had no computers! I learned a lot; mostly as a reader, but also as a blogger, writer of emails and a curious human.

Saunders teaches us a lot; I am grateful that I randomly found this book and got the chance to better understand the art of a good story. I hope I will be able to tell a good one.






Ageless: The New Science of Getting Older Without Getting Old, by Andrew Steele

Epistemic status / declaration of interest: this is a semi-serious review of a really good recent book on advances in bio-gerontology, a fast-moving technical field, about which I am also writing a book. Please feel free to correct my sloppy solecisms and find my attempts at humour unfunny! Apologies to US readers for using the English spelling of ageing with an ‘e’.

Oh yes, I can judge a book by its cover

So there’s this tortoise, a rocket strapped not very securely on its shell, with its fuse alight, while the hare looks sagely out as if to say ‘I told him it wouldn’t work’.[image: C:\Users\medqv012\Pictures\Camera Roll\WIN_20220404_11_21_31_Pro.jpg]

Is this a metaphor for healthy ageing, or a midlife crisis?  Perhaps our reptilian hero, who appears to be grinning nervously, is about to live fast and die young; or is the firework a clue to the pyrotechnics within, as promised by the editorial blurbs?

We may never know what the Bloomsbury publishing marketing gurus had in mind. There is a hint on the cover of the hardback edition, that depicts a different much larger, wiser-looking tortoise sans explosives, so they might just have felt the urge to pep it up a bit for the paperback.

The back cover credits David Mann with the design and Getty Images with the picture. It also features an enigmatic quote, which is displayed even more prominently on the book’s sales page on the website of a famous tax-dodging tech giant named after a former rainforest (other good and bad bookshops are available). [image: ]


'A stunner... If you haven't got this book in your house, I don't know why' Chris Evans.



This claim suggests an extraordinary lack of imagination, or perhaps concussion. I mean, I can think of lots of reasons you might not have it in your house or elsewhere. And who is this Chris Evans? The hunky star of Marvel’s Captain America? The loud-mouthed former breakfast DJ and TV presenter? The pioneering paediatric anaesthesist from UCL, who works just around the corner from Bloomsbury’s Bedford Square offices, or perhaps the mild-mannered tortoise?

Again, we may never know and of course none of this is Andrew Steele’s fault. After all he is only the author, so let’s cut him some slack, open the book and dive in.

Wrinkled, toothless and ambling with a ponderous gait…

The introduction opens in the Galápagos among those very giant tortoises, who it turns out enjoy negligible senescence. One female collected by Charles Darwin in 1930, transported to Australia and later named Harriet (when it was finally realised he was a she in 1960) lived healthily and apparently happily to the age of 175 before succumbing to sudden cardiac arrest in 2006.

Most other animals, including humans, do experience ageing, which Steele, a computational biologist, defines in actuarial terms as the increased risk of death as we grow older. Biologically, it is a progressive loss of homeostasis, the degradation of our organs due to accumulation of mutations, senescent and dysfunctional cells, compromised immune systems, inflamed tissues and general bodily wear and tear, which eventually combine to kill us. After the first few paragraphs, the gunpowder ignites, and for the next 300 pages, Steele’s narrative leaps and bounds along, more akin to a March hare than old Harriet.

Zig-zagging across the fields of demography, evolutionary biology, genomics, immunology and nutrition, it barely pauses for breath between the tangled bank of natural selection and the ethical thickets of experimental medicine. I really enjoy this racy style, but even with a degree in biosciences and over a decade working in health research communications, I confess I struggled to keep up at times. The challenge of writing about science for a lay readership is exacerbated when the subject is highly technical. Here’s a paragraph I’ve just found by opening the book more or less at random, on page 164:


“Though AMD and Parkinson’s treatments are leading the pack, there are plenty of other stem cell therapies close behind them. Diabetes might be next: we can make beta cells – the insulin-producing cells found in the pancreas that keep blood sugar under control – from iPSCs in the lab, and they can cure mice with diabetes. Human iPSCs have also been used to make ‘chondrocytes’ which make and repair the cartilage found in joints and they have been successfully used to regenerate the knees of rats with osteoarthritis. Earlier stage research in mice has shown that placing tiny droplets containing the precursors of smell-sensing neurons can restore sense of smell in mice whose own olfactory neurons have been damaged. Another study took cells purified from human urine (!), turned them into iPSCs, and used them to make dental precursor cells which grew into ‘tooth-like structures’ in mice.”



It helps to know that iPSCs are induced pluripotent stem cells, the development of which won Shinya Yamanaka and John Gurdon the 2012 Nobel Prize for Medicine, and that AMD is age-related macular degeneration, a common eye condition that affects many older people. Trying to digest so much data from diverse research projects in a few short sentences, I was left with a gnawing feeling of having bitten off more than I can chew with my puny tooth-like intellectual structures. Such a feast of information might be even more indigestible to readers new to the science.

It is also garnished liberally with cultural delicacies. Steele crams the history of stem cell research into a few pages, and then on page 166, we are into a fascinating discussion of how the involution of the thymus glands stimulates ageing, and how that can be arrested in male rodents and humans by castration. On that page alone we read about operatic castrati, mental institution inmates in Kansas and the cadre of naesi eunuchs who ran the Korean court for centuries and consistently outlived their testicled palace-mates. This is not an easy trial to replicate, for reasons that shouldn’t require explanation.

Young blood and fast cash

Ageless was published in 2020, so is reasonably up to date, even more so than Lifespan, the popular 2019 book by David Sinclair which Scott reviewed on ACX in December. It is also far more balanced and disinterested. Sinclair, who runs a big research centre at Harvard Medical School, needs to raise funds to support his team as well as various commercial interests. In contrast, Steele is a science writer formerly employed by the Francis Crick Institute, and is not directly working in bio-gerontology. He therefore doesn’t need to shill for sirtuins, resveratrol, big mitochondria or any of the other putative ‘cures’ for ageing on the market.

Steele also writes well on the practical and ethical dimensions of ageing research, and the challenges of translating basic science, often conducted in model organisms like nematodes or mice, into safe and effective treatments for humans. Here’s an excerpt from p201-2 of a longer section on efforts to exploit ‘heterochronic parabiosis’, the phenomenon by which old mice can be rejuvenated by transfusions of blood from younger mice:


“Others tried injecting youthful plasma into old mice and humans. There is some scientific rationale to trying this out just to see what happens: plasma transfusions are a relatively safe procedure, and positive result would provide proof of principle which could then be built upon, rather like the original parabiosis experiments. However human trials don’t appear to have been a resounding success – one in South Korea hoping to use young plasma to alleviate frailty began in 2015 and has yet to report any results, and a US trial gave infusions of young plasma to Alzheimer’s patients but didn’t succeed in turning back the disease.

The field has also got something of a bad name thanks to private companies trying to cash in on the euphoria around young blood. One colourful outfit called Ambrosia offers anyone over 25 the opportunity to receive a litre of youthful plasma for $8,000 (at the time of writing, a promotional offer also allows you to get two for $12,000 – buy one, get one half-price). In spite of reputed popularity among Bay Area tech execs and venture capitalists hoping to extend their time on Earth, the company temporarily ceased treatments after the FDA issued a statement warning that transfusions of young blood were risky and unproven. After spending nearly a year reassessing the rules, Ambrosia decided that their service is technically legal and resumed operations. The company also bills its treatments as a pay-to-participate trial, but there is (sic) no sign of any results at the time of writing. Worse, there isn’t a control group against which to compare transfusion recipients, making it very difficult to discern any effects the treatment may have – you can’t exactly give half your patients an infusion of saline solution if they’ve paid $6,000 for it, even if it would make for a fair test.”



The nexus of blood and cash obviously makes great stories, but it’s a genuinely interesting and developing sub-field of research and innovation. In March 2022, New Scientist reported the findings of Consuelo Borrás and her team at the University of Valencia in Spain, on the role of extracellular vesicles containing RNA and proteins transported in the blood. When researchers injected these into old mice, it reversed several signs of ageing, including boosting muscle strength and hair growth and improving coordination and endurance. Two control groups of mice given only saline injections, and those injected with extracellular vesicles from old mice, showed no such improvement.

However, two months after the injections, the effects had faded. The team is now giving mice monthly injections of vesicles to see if this extends lifespan, as well as trying to identify the specific components responsible for these effects. They are also planning a rather different human trial, to apply vesicles to pressure sores in elderly people via the skin, to see if they can help healing.

To declare a personal interest, Dr Borrás is one of several researchers who have very kindly agreed to interviews as contributions to my own forthcoming book on advances in bio-gerontology and the future of humanity. With their permission, I hope to keep the ACX community updated with material for discussion in advance of publication next year.

Ageless: a digested read

I hope by now you have a good flavour of the book, and even feel encouraged to read it. It does cover a lot of ground, and partly as a reminder to myself, I’ll devote the final part of this review to an orderly scamper through the main contents, with minimal commentary.

Part 1 chapter 1 deals with demography and death. The good news is that average life expectancy has soared in recent decades, especially in poorer countries, thanks to improved public health and lower child mortality. The bad news is that although we are mostly living longer and healthier lives, our last decades are blighted by cancers, heart disease, hypertension and other chronic diseases, causing pain, suffering and oh yes, still death. Steele, like other advocates, highlights that these may well be preventable.

Chapter 2 explores the origin of ageing as a by-product of natural selection. The more chance an organism has of being eaten by predators, the more evolution favours adaptations to breed early and fast. This is why rodents age and die much faster than birds of similar size, and perhaps why giant tortoises and Greenland sharks live so long. Save for a few lucky centenarians, even the healthiest humans tend to start falling apart at 70-80.

Chapter 3 looks at the birth of bio-gerontology, and early experiments in the genetics of nematode worms. Chapter 4 is about why we age, looking at molecular and cellular mechanisms of ageing. It posits nine kinds of mechanism, from DNA damage through telomere shortening, protein problems such as amyloids, signalling failures to cellular exhaustion.

Part 2 focuses on treating ageing, with four long chapters looking at in turn: potential treatments that get rid of old damaged cells and molecules that can cause problems; introducing new factors like stem cell therapy and gut microbiome; ‘running repairs’ such as parabiosis and telomere extensions; and finally ‘reprogramming’ ageing through genetic and epigenetic engineering.

Part 3 looks ahead to the next steps in the quest to overcome ageing and extend life. Here, Steele balances his passion for the literally life-saving potential of bio-gerontology with the practical, political, governance and funding problems. He also looks at some current exciting trials and some simple things most of us can do to improve our chances of living longer. These are unsurprising: good diet, eating well and not too much, physical activity, good sleep, gut health, oral hygiene and low blood pressure. He also recommends being a woman, and having very long-lived relatives.

In the end…

We know that we are all doomed, but we do not yet know what the biological limits to ageing might be. Some organisms, such as the immortal jellyfish seem to be able to reverse ageing and reset their genomic clocks. Like Tolkein’s elves, although they may die, they do not grow old. Sinclair and others have shown that partial reprogramming can dramatically reverse age-related phenotypes in the eye, muscle and other tissues in cultured mammalian cells and rodent models.

Many advocates of anti-ageing science believe that human have the potential for far longer lifespans. Aubrey de Grey, the controversial founder of the SENS institute, famously claimed that the first human to live 1,000 years is probably already alive. It seems a bit of a leap, but if immortality is biologically possible, it is a realistic prospect, given time and technology.

With billionaire backing, advances in genomics and the vast computing power now available, we can expect the pace of discovery to accelerate. And as the more promising drugs and gene treatments currently in development are introduced over the next few decades, they may extend our lives, or those of our children, long enough for more radical transformation. Of course, many rationalist thinkers predict that sometime this century, humans may develop AGI that will be able to discover and deploy the technological resources to cure all human diseases, including ageing. That is as long as the AI doesn’t decide we are the problem and cures all human life first!

But even if radical life extension (or extinction) is not on the immediate horizon, there are tremendous gains to be made in healthy lifespan. If most of us can manage to live to 100 without undue pain, suffering and medical bills, it will be a huge achievement for science and humanity. While there are no drugs or supplements yet demonstrated to extend lifespan, there are promising developments in drugs that can simulate the effects of dietary restriction, and natural compounds that can stimulate protective cellular processes.

The oldest person alive at time of writing is Kane Tanaka, who celebrated her 119th birthday on 2 January 2022. Despite recurring bowel cancer, and a reported fondness for cola and chocolate, she has enjoyed generally good health, which she attributes to her Christian faith, family, sleep, good food and maths puzzles. Mrs Tanaka is a statistical outlier, but by no means unique; there are now an estimated 500 ‘supercentenarians’ over 110 in the world. Most of these are women, and many are Japanese.

The United Nations estimates the number of centenarians – people over 100 years old - in the world has quadrupled from around 150,000 in the year 2000 to 575,000 in 2020. For those who worry that longer life may merely mean more years of disease and disability, the evidence seems to point the other way. Centenarians tend to stay healthy well into their nineties, though this seems to be more luck than judgement.

The New England Centenarian Study, running since 1995 with a cohort of several hundred people over 100, has found that exceptional longevity runs strongly in families, and the degree of genetic influence upon survival increases in older ages. This probably involves many genetic variants with individually modest effects, that cumulatively slow ageing and decrease risk for ageing-related diseases such as heart disease, stroke, cancer, diabetes and Alzheimer’s.

However there are two genes that seem to be most strongly associated with longevity: APOE and FOXO3. APOE codes for a protein involved in cholesterol transport – the APOE2 variant appears to be protective against the diseases of ageing. FOXO3A, which occurs more frequently in centenarians, seems to simulate the beneficial effects of dietary restriction on cellular ageing. You can read a lot more about this in Ageless.

I am learning a lot from reading and reviewing books and articles like this, and although my own writing will inevitably be different in style, I hope to live up to Steele’s scrupulous regard for the evidence. This extends to the back of the book, which has 60 pages of detailed notes and references to research publication and studies. Many of these are ongoing, making it an invaluable source for further research, for which I am truly grateful.

Andrew Steele has written an exciting, optimistic, timely and valuable book that fully lives up to the hype on the cover, even if Chris Evans the tortoise is still looking at me in a funny way!






Albion: In Twelve Books

i.

The early nineteenth century was a real bonanza time for English poetry, but by 1822, things were beginning to wind down. Keats was dead, and Shelley would die midway through the year. Blake had finished his last and most ambitious book. Coleridge had long stopped producing verse and Wordsworth was past his prime, if not yet in his dotage. Byron still had some fire in him, but when he completed Vision of Judgment in late 1821, his best work was behind him. English poetry would rise again, of course, as poetry tends to, but an impartial observer might see 1822 as a twilight moment.

1822 had one trick left up its sleeve, though, a book-length prose poem so far ahead of its time that it was immediately ridiculed, ignored, and forgotten. I have reason to believe that I am the only living human to have read it in its entirety, which is a tragedy because few works on nineteenth-century literature have been as audacious or prescient. It’s also completely ape-nuts insane. I’m talking about Albion: In Twelve Books, an anonymously published 234 pages of madness doled out in approximately forty-five run-on sentences. It has to be read to be believed.

If I can bring word of the glories of Albion to the greater reading public, I will feel that I have accomplished something in this life.

Albion is the story of Admiral Nelson, whose 1805 death at the Battle of Trafalgar would still have been a living memory in 1822. It’s also the story of England, and of the entire world, and the world to come, but these latter subjects unspool from a Nelson center. The poem opens with Trafalgar, which means that by the end of Book the First the protagonist is dead. An angel retrieves his dying soul, and most of the rest of the poem is a colloquy between the soul and the angel, as they discuss sometimes the glory of God, sometimes ancient history, sometimes current events, but mostly the life of Nelson.

The subject matter of Albion is unusual enough to deserve notice—and we’ll be trying to puzzle through its subject matter in a minute—but the most ambitious part of the poem is its style. There’s almost no way to describe it, so let me just start with a brief excerpt. This is Nelson’s soul suggesting to the angel that they spend some time chatting:

“…thee I obey, O heavenly visitant, while night glow empyrean myriads, heaven’s empress, to extasy, each pious thought, let us on varied theme, omnipotence descant, unerring providence, till morn rouse joyful the dormant sons of men…”

Note that Nelson’s suggestion is but a small part of a much, much longer sentence. It’s also not very clear. Later on Nelson (or possibly the angel—I’m not always sure which one is talking) calls Albion, the island, “a monument the opaque,” and this description could serve Albion, the poem, just as well.

While Albion is often difficult on the basic level of sense, it just as often draws a chaotic beauty from its opacity. Here, in a longer excerpt, is the Battle of Trafalgar, Albion-style:

“…confusion, crash, rigging, yards, masts overboard, the Royal Sovereign, bereft ornament, a battered bulwark, led immortal prowess; prowess serene, now steady, enemy’s ranks, numbers pell-mell, force an awful destiny; elate the forward foe, Britons awed solemn brunt, one time terrible broadsides, inundate, lave watery, or mid-deck, chain weapon, two cut, heap heaps, a head here, there mangled frame, excruciate, twisted, overboard hid glared eyeballs, ’neath tinctured waves; death, groups to eternity; embossed enemies but the more confuse, innumerable veins, afar mingle vermilion, the distracted foe, push impeded decks, clear, tumbling ocean, unnumbered dead; some warm immortal life, scarce on celestial wing, others serene feature, heroic adieu, horrid mangled, some shock attitude, shrieks, agony, pitiful implore useless relief, some death invoke, cut short their woes, others, (so glory inspire,) farewell moments, king, endeared country; as thousand thunders, artillery roar…”

Had literature produced any more terrifying description of battle by 1822? It’s impossible for me to read these battle scenes without seeing them through the lens of Modernism. Certainly World War I would give us a tradition of emphasizing the grotesque nature of war: Wilfred Owen’s “wading sloughs of flesh” or “blood / Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs.” But it was more in retrospect that Modernist poets came to see war as something too chaotic to even be described. This is T.S. Eliot’s “heap of broken images,” and is to some extent most of Modernist poetry, but the closest parallel to Albion I find in David Jones’s In Parenthesis, itself a book-length prose poem, where a morning wake-up call can get obscured by the literal fog of war—

“Fog refracted, losing articulation in the cloying damp, the word of command unmade in its passage, mischiefed of the opaque air, mutated, bereaved of content…”

—and the actual combat is both impersonal and often confusing—

“For ninety seconds black columns rise—spread acrid nightmare capitals. Corrosive vapours charge their narrow world.”

I don’t want to harp to much on this. I’m not here to talk about David Jones; I’m here to talk about Albion! But keep in the back of your mind the Modernist connection, because for almost one hundred years no one would be capable of reading Albion, let alone writing something like it.

ii.

We left Nelson’s soul, you may recall, suggesting “let us on varied theme, omnipotence descant….” The varied themes will come, but the first thing he descants on is indeed omnipotence, the nature and glory of God, and the “endless beauty, infinite order” of the cosmos. Soon the angel responds by singing about the “revolt in heaven, when the Almighty, armed vengeance, flung unfathomable hell,” and on to the Genesis account of creation, filtered through Albion’s inimitable style. This, for example, is Genesis 1:20’s creation of fish:

“…assembled waters, heave, ingredient, globular long pavements, dappled surfaces, light, being, life, fin innumerable, huge whales, don leviathan, unknown empire, gratitude, praise…”

A rapid summary of biblical history follows. At times the narrative can proceed very very quickly (“…now a sparrow falls, now an empire born…”) but it also slows down for the set-pieces. Particularly fine—or perhaps I’m just betraying my esthetic—are the description of the world after the Fall:

“…nor scaped nature the dire infection, chagrined, despairing grief, heaven dips external; inward a gnawing foe, a canker-worm, to eternity, hurries the deceived, the deceiving…”

and the destruction wrought by the Flood:

“…died all flesh, life utter extinct, man immortal swept an awful eternity; ocean alike destructive besom, save selected few, by heaven caverned, dungeoned unsullied, while swum amazed ether, Noah, his household, and the floating world…”

Book the Second ends (unlike the Bible it’s been trotting alongside) with the birth of the Messiah, and in Book the Third the two protagonists have traveled to “the immortal isle.” If you thought the author of Albion was interested in dilating on the glory of God, just wait till you get a load of what he thinks of (“superior all nations”) England!

“…central ’neath heaven meridian, from everlasting, silent, blissful; ever a benign sun, ocean affectionate meander, gales intrinsic, a monument the opaque…”

The rest of the book is taken up with a whirlwind tour of British history from antiquity—

“…first ancient Britons, painted limbs, horrid plume, some lengthened hair, some skin of beasts, others terrific, in caves reposed, hideous dens, content live nature’s simpler fare; Cæsar’s landing, winds, waves, roaring, inland uncivilized yell, arms toward heaven, exhaustless shriek…”

—through the Battle of Hastings—

“…Harold on foot, William mounted; arrows as hail, battle-axe, hew sword, trampling horses, rack, rout, sounding retreat, Harold no more…”

—up to the reign of Henry V:

“…triumphant sang Britain, her monarch, her leaders, her armies, immortal, renowned in everlasting song.”

With that sentence Book the Third ends. Book the Fourth barely skips a beat, opening:

“Heaven’s refulgent sire, westward full sail, majestic when half way the hero, his divine friend; next the sixth Henry, his turbulent reign…”

And from Henry VI we move on towards the present day (which is, in the context of the poem, 1805). As we reach the late eighteenth century, the focus falls squarely on Nelson himself who begins to narrate his own life, relatively seamlessly, in the first person.

iii.

It appears that Nelson and the angel are on a ship, reclining on golden couches as they speak. The precise conveyance is something of a mystery, as is whether they’re  traveling through the air or on the water.

But of course Albion is filled with mysteries. Why does Book the First contain a mere fifteen sentences (over the course of twenty-two pages)? Ludicrously long for any conventional book, in the context of Albion, this sentence length of one and a half pages is practically staccato. Book the Third, at fifteen pages, has only three sentences; Book the Ninth, nineteen pages, only two.

(These counts are almost certainly wrong, as scanning through the poem is deadening to the eye.)

You’ve no doubt noticed that the sentences in Albion, while clearly run-on sentences ripe for a copy-editor’s red pen, are unlike your average run-on sentence. They often are hardly sentences at all, being composed not of too many clauses, but rather of too many phrases—or just of words, words strung together with an almost complete absence of grammar. Look how long this can go without a single verb:

“…immortal edifices, living statues, breathing varied pedestal; the world, the busy world, golden fleets, nature her heavenly demean, her divine character, sacred muses, man, the rising generation, virgin peace, her celestial mien; pavement gold, seas liquid around, enchanting landscape, bounding ocean, yon horizon, as refulgent noon, enchanting hue the trees, smelt richness, variegated nature; heavenly diversity…”

Jorge Luis Borges once wrote a story (“The Aleph”) about a mysterious point in space that contains all points. Gazing into it, the narrator sees everything in the world, as enumerated by him in a partial list that spans a page and a half. The narrator apologizes for his inability to express, in less than pages, all the “infinite wonder” he witnessed in the Aleph. Well, perhaps no two pages could achieve it, but the piled-on, impressionistic lists of Albion do, eventually, reveal something Aleph-like about the “the world, the busy world.”

Note that in the above excerpt verbs aren’t the only thing lacking. Presumably the horizon is as refulgent as noon, but, as with “a monument the opaque,” a small, key word is missing.

Albion is a poem of omission—omitted details as much as omitted words or omitted full stops. But the most obvious omission is on the title page. There’s no author listed. Who wrote this crazy thing?

According to a contemporary review in the London Literary Gazette and Journal of Belles Lettres, “modesty obliges him at present to withhold” his identity—but if his book gets good reviews “he will be induced to give his name.” Unfortunately, the world was not ready for Albion, and the nicest thing the LLG&JoBL can say is that it is “unique.” The rest of the review is sarcastic, arch, and not exactly a close reading. “We do not understand a single page of Albion” the anonymous reviewer(s) admit.

This review, incidentally, estimates the total number of sentences in Albion to be “twelve to fifteen,” which is far too low. It also quotes a note from the anonymous author, which confirms (unnecessarily, as this is one of the clearer parts of the narrative) that the poem opens with the battle of Trafalgar, and is centered around the life of Nelson, and which goes on to apologize for the “numerous errors in stops, particularly commas, which can easily be erased.”

I’m not sure if this is true. I mean, nothing could be done “easily” with all these commas, and surely it would be hard to improve the punctuation of something like:

“…the hero descants past ages, sings rise, the fall empire; what antediluvian, Assyrian, Babylonian, leaders, kings, emperors, veterans war known, handed posterity; government, superior wisdom, architectural, Egypt, proof blast myriad ages, and ran the Jewish, Persian, Grecian, Roman empires, born, aspire, decline, father Time, his melancholy veil o’er human greatness…”

iv.

“…a pleasing labyrinth, knowledge every hand…”

In my experience, reading Albion is more pleasurable the more the reader understands what’s going on with the story. Surely this is true for any text, but, of course, Albion is more challenging than most, and the reader can easily get lost in the labyrinth of its strange syntax. To help the prospective reader out—because I do hope many or most people who read this review will go on to assay Albion—I want to offer a kind of trot to the “plot” of the rest of the poem. I’m absolutely certain I misconstrued some things and missed many more. It would probably be best to read Albion with a biography of Nelson open next to it (probably Southey’s Life of Nelson, because there’s a good chance that’s what the author of Albion used). If you are absolutely uninterested in a summary life of Nelson as filtered through a string of fragments, then just skip to part v., below.

“Now may I be permitted to proceed”: It’s the angel who suggests to Nelson, “ere terrestrial exit, ere heaven our willing feet, rehearse thy life, run race, thy mortal existence.” (Yes, a full stop!) Nelson takes him up on the invitation, but skips over his birth and early childhood days to launch right into his naval career, as midshipman on the 1773 Phipps polar expedition, which “sought a track, the Indies east, would the elements permit,” by hypothetical northwest passage. The Phipps expedition is probably best remembered today for its inclusion in Olaudah Equiano’s autobiography (The Interesting Narrative of the Life of…)—Equiano served the ship’s doctor—but Nelson was there, too, and his presence in the bleak arctic landscape gives Albion some great passages:

“…a hardy crew, on polar seas, smiling the grave hollow tomb, lifeless the air, animaculæ void, essential existence, and the human frame; onward sped…”

…the admiral narrates, right before his ship is attacked…by “rapacious bears”!

Over the course of a very rapid thirty-five words or so, Book the Fifth of Albion shuttles Nelson through the next few ships he sailed on: the Janus, the Lion, “and now the Albemarle.” By this point he is serving as captain. There is a nice bit on the Albemarle, when, off the coast of Massachusetts, an outgunned Nelson is pursued by a French squadron (“their vast superiority, their admired pursuit”). And what does Nelson do to inspire his men to work harder (hoisting sails, or what have you)? He begins to “harangue my brave crew, animate, inspire, recite celestial theme, ancient, worthies old…”

In other words, he recites Albion, books Second through Fourth!

Shortly afterwards, Nelson hands narrative duties over to the angel (“O visitant divine, do thou begin”) which is handy because the angel can discuss some current events that Nelson was not present for, such as, in Book the Sixth, the American Revolution:

“…war aloud, yell hideous, the Americans revenge armed, rude scythes, within worse, his walls, broken fences, harass the English their veteran return; meanwhile in general assembly, meet Philadelphia, sing their body the United States…”

This is one of the most interesting parts of the work, at least for the American reader, if only because it has characters the average American can recognize.

“…Washington chief, central revolving duties, life, soul, serenely blythe [sic], march, encountering to deceive, wade rivers, laugh howl night, serious invoke meridian nocturnal to escape o’er hills, rugged mountains, circuitous avoid close combat, harass, astound superior discipline, their wits’ end, every ambush avoid open field, invincible adversaries; chess game war…”

The mythological framework of the poem seems particularly, and delightfully, anachronistic when juxtaposed with these familiar eighteenth-century events. When Albion suggests that “Englishmen, vex chariot wheels enemy’s artillery”—I’m not certain what’s going on here, but the line works because of the utter incompatibility of the chariots and the artillery. Even better is the constant reference to that magical-sounding place known as “Long Isle.”

Here is Washington’s famous nighttime escape from Brooklyn:

“…Washington this way, that, pious invoke meridian night, prayed nocturnal, be dilatory, a stillness unheard those climes before; a higher hand bid ocean slumber, winds be silent, billows mackerel, a misty curtain, drawn omnipotent arm; Aurora rose, amaz’d the English hero, his opponent on the opposite shore…”

No spoilers, but things don’t go great for the Redcoats, because:

“…the Americans an infinite superiority knowledge their country; a deep fetched sigh the British, for open plains battle, or a correct view surround wilderness; nature her prodigious liberality amid din arms…”

“Nature her prodigious liberality” is a great way of saying there are too many trees for conventional “open plains battle.” But nature is not always so gloriously lush, though, and a page later the British troops encounter “labyrinth regions, cramped military scheme, and to contend devouring nature, frogs, bewilder clime, aloud wants, disease, inglorious death.” Here another sentence ends, there is a paragraph break, and the narrative picks up with: “Meanwhile the powers of Europe…”

Throughout, British troops have a tendency to be called “immortal” even as they are dying.

Book the Seventh resumes Nelson’s narrative, and his account of his adventures (“much remains and can I desist?”). This is the time of the French Revolution (“France broiled, death, fire, the guollitine [sic]”) and Nelson sails to Corsica, where “an aged sire” spends several pages narrating recent events on the island. This is the old man’s description of the depredations of the French, who:

“…pour in troops, destroy standing corn, juicy vines, fragrant olives, fire villages, insult female purity, the active, robust our youth, hang fatal by the neck; reduced abject slavery, most deplorable condition; till the isle roused sense alarming duty, men, women, striplings, their lisping theme, the liberties the land, the liberties the land, we hail your bulwarks, hovering the coasts; England friend the oppressed, we sang her virtues, we sang the glory her mighty empire…”

(The repetition of “the liberties the land” is a nice touch.) There’s a lot in this section I don’t understand: “…interim myself a labyrinth dance, jerked serious ocean…”? “…myriad thighs lamped further hemisphere…”? Fortunately, “Britain, as usual, serene the tumult world,” so don’t worry about Britain.

Book the Eighth is made up of even still more naval battles:

“…not a moment to lose, either quit the prize or ascend their bulwark, armed death, attendant tombs; to quit the glorious prize, wanton retrograde, stain gilded laurels, my soul repugnant, scorned the thought, resolved, then, them board, hush their battery, their rifle, flew signals, reinforcements at a beckon, countrymen, arms, to war! Westminster-Abbey, or victory, and once inspired, what mortal shall presume, withstand an Englishman, the dread hour battle; as flood-gates burst lucid barriers, as refulgence azure ether, we bid dilatory death, come forward…”

“Westminster-Abbey, or victory” is Nelson’s famous…cry? prophesy? as he led the boarding of the San Joseph in a 1797 battle off Cape Vincent. He meant that even if he died he’d get a hero’s grave in Westminster Abbey (as he, in the end, did not).

Eventually, Nelson returns home, which offers opportunities for more encomia on the wonders of Britain. The chapter ends:

“…my country! profoundest hail! may heaven continue, add the long list, her poets, her heroes, her divine worth, lengthened inscribed everlasting ages.”

End stop for the close of the book, and then it’s Book the Ninth: “And now the close the fleeting year [1797], father Winter enthroned….” Nelson is:

“…very chagrined, boiled our ire to reflect so long the foe, had trod unmolested the open seas…”

(“Trod” is a great word choice here.) So lest Napoleon tread unmolested, Nelson starts molesting:

“…sonorous aroar, alternate cheer, alternate agony, leaders, oratory inspire, ’mid rack, ’mid deaths, ’mid hell’s tremendous yell, glimpse, beam, joy king, country, bleed strains…”

Afterwards, Nelson travels to Naples, where he is feted and presented with prizes from various governments, most notably the Ottoman Empire, which gives him

“…a diamond aigrette, blaze brilliants, most honourable, representing a hand thirteen fingers, emblematical battle the Nile, the number the enemy’s ships taken and destroyed that memorable night…”

The opening of Book the Tenth pulls back for the big picture: “O world! thou wondrous orb, that hourly does thy myriads cast off to float th’ unknown beyond, who shall recount thee…” But soon we’re back on earth, at the Battle of Copenhagen “’mid rout, vermilion eddy, lucid human gore, such enthusiasm in man…”; and then, later, chasing French ships around:

“…O coward wretched man, slight the field of honour? fame as a meteor athwart meridian glory, graceful oratory, we listen…”

In Book the Eleventh, quite to everyone’s surprise, Nelson explains that “in a twinkling…me sudden transported the centre my beloved country,” where he sees, inter alia, “bird that in safety, rear innocent offspring, despite cruel ingenuity unthinking man…”. He then soars through the solar system on a voyage that seems patterned after Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis. After passing various strange sights, Nelson beholds:

“…universal sea, save land scarce seen, a lonely slumber on the billowed East, two squadron fleets, Britannian one, t’other combined hues…”

It is the Battle of Trafalgar, in which he died back in Book the First, seen from a distance! Nelson then watches his own funeral, Tom Sawyer-style: “…the sea in a calm, the waves forget to roar…”

The funeral’s pomp is unendurable, and lasts for many pages. Then, surprisingly, Nelson’s vision goes back in time, and he sees a young Napoleon playing at war (“…juvenile innocent pastime, plan on sand, defence [sic], attack fortifications…”). What inspires young Napoleon is his thirst for glory? Answer: “…his mind store renowned deeds ancient Greece, immortalized Rome, nor forgetful Britain, her heroic achievements, her sublime history…”. Like the dialectic of Batman and the Joker, the heroes of Britain create her greatest enemy, whose antics in turn create opportunities for further British heroism.

The rest of Book the Eleventh—and this is wonderful—is an account of the rise of Napoleon, that “leader august, small in stature, a mind superior wiles, frowns ten thousand worlds”; his

“…majesty imperial, terror all nations, save Britain, her calm, demean, her significant smile, slow to revenge insults her injured rights…”

There’s also a cameo by the Duke of Wellington, who is described as a “superior man, ten thousand worlds, death’s ghastly grin, Arthur his name”; note the reappearance of the Napoleonic “ten thousand worlds.” This phrase (like many phrases) occurs again and again throughout Albion, and back in Book the First Nelson himself is described as being “superior ten thousand worlds.”

In Book the Twelfth Nelson’s vision concludes with a trip to Heaven, where he encounters a mighty allegorical “sudden superb structure,” three sides of which are ruled by Ocean (?), Victory, and Fame;

“…then the last side this princely mansion…one deformed, stood entrance, besmeared repose, a hideous monster, instant harangue, what, what, what now…”

—you will perceive that this is Nelson, instantly haranguing the monster (with “What? What? What now?”), and the monster replies—

“…I born in heaven, and scarce an infant peep jubilant region, when headlong unfathomable plunged hell, league my grand progenitor now called the devil…my name is war…”

Oh. It’s War.

Only after this vision—which takes in many more things, including “king George, etherial gold, refulgent gold, a crown immortal gold, that rested on his head”—etherial, refulgent, and immortal are three of the poems favorite words, and their application to George’s gold crown must be significant—only after all this do we return to the career of Napoleon, who now appears more overtly as a Satanic figure.

“…heaps slain, soil that reeked human gore, Napoleon as a god, strode blood plains, full chase, hue, cry, conquering to conquer…”

In Russia Napoleon brings “anarchy, as before the birth of time….” Indeed, victorious Napoleon “threw peace Europe around, save Britain, ’ere [sic] long, her single handed, hurl this mad usurper from his presumptuous saddle…”

This is great! This is like Paradise Lost if the battle had been a fair fight!

Pages 232–3, the antepenultimate and penultimate pages, are missing from every online source I’ve found—part but not all of the missing text is quoted in the Belles Lettres review mentioned above—so we don’t get to see Napoleon cut down, but we know it happens, because on page 234:

“…shout allelulian [sic], th’ assembled world an answer shout, rill echo joy, the amazement orb…”

Suddenly Nelson is back at Trafalgar on the H.M.S.Victory at the moment of his death; “the hero ended,” i.e. he has ended his narrative, but also he has died. Everyone retires “to realms of everlasting bliss.”

v.

It may be anachronistic to call Albion a writerly text, but surely it is a text that similarly demands interpretation, and I thought it might be beneficial to pause a moment, look at a brief passage, and see what meaning may be gleaned. Many passages rebuffed my attempts at sense, but this one, narrating the end of 1801’s Battle of Copenhagen in Book the Tenth, is, like the gore, fairly lucid:

“…instant I hoist sacred hue, despatched their capital, disclose our minds, ere armed worse death, hear ye Danes! unless honourable, pride all nations, we wet the glittering blade, we fiercer kindle our glare, immortal mien, nor spare your chiefs, your mighty, the thousands your devoted land; listening heard, the carnage stayed, artillery ceased, heaven’s canopy relieved, suspension, peace drew nigh, sacred muses, victory, fame, a circuit wheel their heavenly chariots…”

In other words: Nelson says: I hoisted a flag [sacred hue] indicating my desire to negotiate with the enemy [ye Danes]. Then I went to Copenhagen [their capital], where I threatened to kill [wet the glittering blade] lots of Danes [nor spare your chiefs, your mighty, the thousands]. The Danes thought it over [listening heard], and agreed to a truce [the carnage stayed]. “Stayed” here means stopped, not remained, of course. “Peace drew nigh.”

A reader may be simply frustrated by the obscurantism of the passage, but the strange beauty of phrases like “we fiercer kindle our glare” make it all worthwhile to me. There are times, not necessarily my favorite times, when the poem becomes clear, snapping into focus suddenly.

“…Alexander supreme, full assurance fraternal her friendship Great Britain; ceased hostility, no more artillery roar, yell hell, nor death’s tremendous blast, triumphant theme, the muses listen and approve,…”

This is simply Tsar Alexander allying himself with England. It’s fairly straightforward, but elevated by the unexpected rhyme of “yell hell” and metonymy of “death’s tremendous blast.”

vi.

The sea battles in Albion can indeed begin to get repetitious; but clearly whoever wrote Albion was not particularly interested in avoiding repetition. The phrase “immortal prowess,” which appears in the Trafalgar quote at the beginning of this review, is a real favorite of the author’s, and as you read Albion you’ll stumble upon it again and again. “Heroic adieu” (from the same excerpt) I found only once more, describing the biblical death of Samson, which is nicely apposite. Some words are trotted out with far more frequency than is normal: I’ve already mentioned refulgent, etherial, and immortal, but also vermilion, enthroned, nod…

At one point a young Nelson, threatened by ice floes in the Arctic, apostrophizes:

“…and am I destined here to die? ne’er again friends, the sacred borders endeared Britain? ah, me cut off in youth, to repose my limbs, the bare ice, a prey savage beast, heavens forbid; O thou Almighty, down in mercy, if sovereign will demands, to thee my life, leaning on all-sufficiency; vouchsafe heavenly father, hear, and forgive; restore in safety, that years future, and afar, to thee, the sacred demands my beloved country…”

Five pages later, in another, very different perilous situation, Nelson delivers the same speech, word for word (with slightly different punctuation). I probably wouldn’t have noticed had the speeches been more than five pages apart…a lot of these passages do start to look similar.

But again and again, on page after page, something startling and new jumps out, a little gem that begs to be copied down in your commonplace book, such as this description of a ship’s broadside:

“…deafening crash, shook lowermost sea, unfathomable earthquakes alarm antipodes; a pause unknown terrestrial, save chaos of old, when Deity on creative morn, roused the eternal stillness…”

vii.

I’ll admit to a fondness for weird books, the flat-earth tracts and the young-earth tracts and the hollow-earth tracts; Allen C. Ross-Ehanamani’s joint biography (researched in part through spirit visions) of Crazy Horse and Field Marshall [sic] Rommel; a nineteenth-century anthology of 116 different but very similar translations of a five-line Latin poem; Malcolm de Chazal’s Sens-Plastique; The Poems and Teachings of His Holy Majesty the Royal Crown Prince Obimingo Oboginimi, an itinerant secret Bantu priest-king still alive today; A.T. Schofield’s 1888 attempt to use Abbott’s Flatland to explain biblical phenomena; Henry Wilberforce Clarke’s overly literal translation of the Sikandar Nama, with footnoted asides on how he, Clarke, calculated the relationships between sunspots and cholera outbreaks; Huna: The Ancient Religion of Positive Thinking; William McGonagall and Julia A. Moore; Tobias Smollett’s 1769 novel of an immortal atom reminiscing about his time as part of a medieval Japanese warlord’s butthole; Shadows from the Walls of Death, an 1876 book that has literally poisonous pages (I read a digital copy). Albion belongs somewhere with these.

But it also belongs somewhere with another kind of crazy book.

“How he stud theirs with himselfs mookst kevinly, and that anterevolitionary, the churchman childfather from tonsor's tuft to almonder's toes, a haggiographyin duotrigesumy, son soptimist of sire sixtusks, of Mayaqueenies sign osure, hevnly buddhy time, inwreathed of his near cissies…”

This is from Finnegans Wake, a book I have never (unlike Albion) finished. It may seem unfair to compare Joyce and the anonymous author of Albion—surely Joyce at the very least is more self-aware—but there’s a similarity in their commitment to finding the beauty in making things new and strange. Place Joyce’s “the sea, the snotgreen sea, the scrotumtightening sea” against Albion’s “unfathomable earthquakes alarm antipodes.”

Ultimately your enjoyment of Albion will depend on how much you’re willing to wade through opacity; in your endurance; in how much you can appreciate a weird, agrammatical, even otherworldly beauty. I guess it’s not for everyone.

But I think it must be for someone; I mean for someone else, as it was certainly for me. I hope you’ll seek it out. The best copy of Albion available online is the scan at HathiTrust (https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/008668309). There’s one on archive.org, too, but I found it less legible. As I mentioned, both copies are missing two pages; when I said I was the only living human to have read it in its entirety, I did not mean that literally.

I know I’ve been overfond of quoting in this review, and I feel as though I should apologize; it is a vice difficult to resist. Few texts are as quotable as this one, so I’ll permit myself a last:

“…I harangue, brave lads be firm, laugh ocean spout, manly the dread hour battle; busy prepare nod, make way arrival valour, make way the king of terrors…”

Make way the king of terrors!






An Education for Our Time by Josiah Bunting III

Colleges are in a precarious position. Student debt is skyrocketing as critics like Bryan Caplan make an increasingly persuasive case that college offers little beyond credentialing to students and even less to society. Meanwhile, alternatives to college like the Thiel fellowship, coding bootcamps, and online education are becoming increasingly viable. And, in the background of all of this, colleges are caught in the crossfire of a culture war that threatens their political standing.

Perhaps most unfortunately for modern colleges, their defenders are not very good. In response to all of these threats, administrators and public intellectuals will just wax poetic about the incomparable value of a liberal arts education and how tragic it would be if we got rid of the tradition, as if judging college to be obsolete and defending the status quo are the only two logically possible positions.

It’s pretty unique to find someone who thinks colleges desperately need to be reformed and thinks a liberal arts education is vitally important. What is even rarer is to find someone who offers extremely specific proposals and rationales for reforming American colleges. I know of exactly one person who has written a book laying out such a plan to overcome the challenges faced by colleges today. The book is called An Education for Our Time, and, though it's 20 years old, it might be the most important text for reforming American higher education.

An Education for Our Time is written by Josiah Bunting III, a Rhodes scholar, Vietnam War veteran, and university president. He’s also written a bunch of novels and some non-fiction books. If you think that sounds like the biography of a guy who would care a lot about “inculcating virtue” and would use words like “disinterested service”, you would be exactly right.
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Though An Education is fundamentally a playbook for creating a new kind of college, Bunting conveys his vision for the college through an epistolary novel, documenting the exchange of letters between a dying tech billionaire describing his plans for a college endowed in his will and the executor of that will. Some readers might be interested in treating the book as a literary work and separating the voice of the dying billionaire from that of the author, but I think that’s missing the point of what’s going on here. The book is best read more-or-less as a treatise with Bunting speaking through the voice of the main character, and that is how I am going to be thinking about it in this review.

If not the status quo or vocational training, what does Bunting think colleges should do? Fortunately, this book is not very subtle. According to Bunting, “the mission of the College is to prepare our students to give virtuous and disinterested service and leadership to the Republic” (219). Bunting likes to throw around lofty phrases like “disinterested service to the Republic”, but fundamentally, he envisions a model of college that works on students’ souls (or if you prefer, students’ character) as much as their brains, and not because that is a nice thing to do, but because the more courageous, resourceful, honest, respectful, altruistic, confident, etc one becomes, the better they will serve themselves and society at large.

Bunting’s college is not about creating people who know certain kinds of things; it is about creating certain kinds of people, namely those with “a positive passion for the public good” (39), “active and prudent minds and the will to act” (45), “unself-conscious moral courage, self-forgetfulness and self-mastery, indifference to material success and to ‘things’, fierce patriotism, willingness to assume responsibility without calculation of risk or reward, intellectual self-reliance, independence of judgment, retention of a lifelong sense of wonder, magnanimity, liberality, generosity, [and] physical hardihood and resistance to fatigue” (141).

Bunting’s approach to education might sound kind of hokey, but Yuval Levin has a great riff on education that totally changed my perspective and made me more receptive to Bunting’s vision:


The military is… the great exception to our loss of trust in institutions… And I think the reason for that has everything to do with… [how] the military is unabashedly formative. It's not just good at protecting us from our enemies. Though it is, it's also good at transforming young people into responsible serious men and women. When somebody tells you that they went to Harvard, you think maybe that's a serious person, maybe that's an intelligent person, maybe not. But you know, whatever they are, they got into Harvard because Harvard sort of measured them, decided if they were up to that standard, and then let them in. When someone tells you they went to the Naval Academy, you think this is a serious person. And it's because of the Naval Academy, because it made them that way. [emphasis added]
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We know it is possible to create institutions that take teenagers and turn them into incredibly competent and trustworthy adults with leadership skills that they will carry with them for the rest of their lives. As Levin notes, the military and its associated academies consistently do this pretty well. Levin highlights how Harvard merely houses exceptional students who have already met the standards of their extremely selective admissions process, while the military academies seek to transform their students into exceptional people. This explains why Mark Zuckerberg and Bill Gates are not thought of as “lesser” Harvard students even though they never graduated.

We also know that your typical college student will remember very little of the substance of their courses in college and will also most likely have few opportunities to usefully apply whatever academic knowledge they retain. These are the kinds of criticisms that Caplan and other detractors have been credibly making against the status quo. But, instead of concluding that college is useless, as such critics might, why not reorient the institution towards the goal of helping students become holistically better people?

CS Lewis once wrote


“[w]e make men without chests and expect of them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honour and are shocked to find traitors in our midst. We castrate and bid the geldings be fruitful”



I think Bunting would offer a similar diagnosis, and, in many ways, his book reflects a plan for fighting the phenomenon Lewis described. What would a college dedicated to making serious, virtuous future leaders look like?

There are two plausible buckets of reactions to the vision Bunting has presented: (1) his goal is a bad one (“this is fascistic, we shouldn’t be forcing our students to care about the public interest / this is dumb, all that matters is how much money our students can go on to make, not how virtuous they are / this is overly paternalistic, who is to say what is a better kind of life or leader”), and (2) his goal is a good one, but it seems hard to achieve (“yeah, obviously it’d be freaking sick if we could reliably produce holistically excellent and virtuous young adults, but how the heck would you actually do that?”).

Bunting doesn’t really address the first set of concerns, so I’ll leave them to the side for now. Though most pundits focus on issues in the first category, Bunting never really feels the need to defend the desirability of his vision. He takes for granted that we share his ends, and so the focus of the book is really on the means. How exactly would one create an institution to produce virtuous future leaders? This question – so out of line with contemporary public discourse about education – is the focus of the book, and the topic to which I’ll now turn my attention.

Bunting offers a succinct summary of his college in the form of the letter he would hypothetically send to community leaders to solicit candidate students:


“A new College… seeks to identify high school juniors… Its purpose is the preparation of virtuous and disinterested citizens and leaders for the Republic… The College will enroll undergraduates only,  for a five-year program, its academic curriculum to embody some requirements traditional to liberal education, but others (for example, the mastery to fluency of two foreign languages, one of them non-Western; required courses in mathematics, logic, and deontology) less apt to be required in contemporary undergraduate curricula. Eighteen months of the five-year tenure will be spent away from the College’s demesne, which is currently being readied near Douglas, Wyoming. All costs of the full undergraduate program, including tuition, room, board, books and sundries, and travel costs, will be borne by the College. All graduates are to incur a three-year obligation for service in some agency of federal, state, or local government. Principal qualifications for admission comprise, among others, demonstrated qualities of self-reliance, selflessness, tenacity, integrity, and judgment… Please send to [address]... the names of possible candidates, and a brief description of each. Do not, even if known, include SAT, ACT, or IQ ‘scores’” (62)



Bunting again refers to “virtuous and disinterested citizens and leaders for the Republic”. Though his language is a bit more flowery, the mission of his college as stated is actually not so different from that of existing institutions. For reference, Harvard’s mission is


“to educate the citizens and citizen-leaders for our society… hop[ing] that students will begin to fashion their lives by gaining a sense of what they want to do with their gifts and talents… and learning how they can best serve the world”.



Though Bunting’s college shares many of the aims of existing institutions, his vision seems better suited to achieving these shared goals. Of the Harvard Class of 2021, for instance, just ~6% of graduating students said they planned on working in government, politics, public service, or non-profits after graduation. Students’ first jobs out of college is an imperfect proxy for public spiritedness, but Bunting’s proposal to obligate students to work in public service seems like a reasonable mechanism for getting students to work for the public benefit.

Bunting also refers to an 18 month period that students would spend off campus. Later on, he elaborates that 12 of those months are to be spent in the military:


“Our fourth-year cohort will serve on active duty as private soldiers in the Marines or the Army. That service will comprise the basic training common to all who enter either service; advanced individual training in one of its combat arms, such as the infantry; and an assignment of about six months with an infantry, armored, or Marine division, preferably one serving overseas. All members of the cohort will remain in reserve status following their return to the College for Year V, and for the normal reserve commitment of years after graduation. Some few of our alumni may wish to attain commissions and remain with the colors… The burdens of defending our democratic Republic must be borne equitably… when this sacrifice is paid in the currency of blood… [a]ll must be liable, and since I cannot hope to persuade my fellow countrymen of the wisdom of my judgment, I simply make military service a requirement for our pupils” (188)



Bunting is essentially writing a utopian novel, so he has the advantage of, well, utopian thinking, but there’s something significant in his wakeup call that if colleges really want to achieve certain ends, they shouldn’t sit by and bemoan their inability to do so: they should try to implement policies with a reasonable chance of changing things!

Maybe forcing students to work in public service will breed resentment and ultimately push them towards John Galt-ism. But, maybe it won’t, and maybe it’ll help future CEOs, doctors, lawyers, technologists, and whatever else better understand our societal ills and better equip them to make a positive difference for their communities whether through their professional work or through further public service. There’s so much room for innovation and experimentation in figuring out how to achieve the goals colleges ostensibly care about, but higher education, especially elite higher education, has become a totally stagnant monolith.

Bunting is full of heterodox ideas like this for executing on the vision he laid out. Here’s Bunting on what he calls “sumptuary requirements”:


“Students at the College are not to have money. They will not be allowed motor vehicles. They are not to adorn their persons with vanities of tonsure, or clothing that draws attention either to itself or to its wearer…. Americans relish money, far less for what it can ‘do’ than for what it seems to be: a means of validating stature and a way of establishing invidious ascendancies over others… I frankly desire the College to inculcate an indifference to it” (96-7)



It’s not so rare to hear professors and college administrators lament, in public and in private,  their students’ fixation on remunerative careers. What is rare is to see a college do something about it. Would banning students from having money make them care less about acquiring wealth in the long run? Like, maybe? It is a pretty dramatic statement though, and I can imagine how it could contribute to a greater sense of egalitarianism and comradery on campus.

Ironically, Bunting is writing these words through the voice of a billionaire, so of course we’re not meant to think that material success itself is the issue; rather, Bunting seems critical of a worldview centered around material things. Zuckerbeg and Bezos definitely have incentives to not appear materialistic in the below interviews, but it does seem true that some of the most successful Americans were not particularly or fundamentally driven by the pursuit of wealth.

I Have A Little Like One Bedroom Apartment With A Mattress On The Floor! - Mark Zuckerberg

Jeff Bezos driving a 1996 Honda Accord at 10 billion dollars networth

Bunting’s monastic vision for the college doesn’t stop there. He quotes from St. Benedict’s Rules for Monasteries:


“And if the circumstances of the place… should require that they themselves do the work of gathering the harvest, let them not be discontented; for then are they truly monks when they live by the labor of their hands, as did our Fathers.” (100)



For Bunting, working in the dorms is not a matter of covering tuition (Bunting’s college is free for every student, after all) or a punishment to be dealt out (“under no circumstances is ‘work’ to be used for purposes of chastisement”). Bunting wants “the more senior students… [to] lead various teams attending to different chores [as]... another practical school of leading: more sure-footed in what it inculcates than mere classes in ‘leadership,’ and far more lasting in the lessons it impresses” (100). In Bunting’s college, work is to be woven into students’ everyday lives as a way of instilling a positive vision of the role of work in the good life.

This idea of working – and succeeding – together permeates Bunting’s thinking on student relationships:


“For the message should surely be this: ‘Look to the left of you, look to the right, and make this resolve: your mission is to help your brother (or sister) through this program!’... we might call it Looking Out for #2. Every aspect of the way our students are to live at the College must be anchored in… a willing commitment to do their duty to the community, to their colleagues and friends before they attend to their own needs” (95)



In An Education, comradery is not just about finding drinking buddies and occasionally helping someone bounce back from a hard time. The envisioned college is not a single-player game that sometimes involves others – it is fundamentally a group activity.

With this community-centered approach, Bunting abhors the idea of “turning a peer in” for a disciplinary infraction. He instead asks that the college encourage students to directly confront their peers who they believe to have done something wrong because (1) this gives the peer the opportunity to explain themselves before the matter is made to involve college authorities, and (2)


“the act of confrontation… inculcates a measure of confidence, of the sort that each succeeding act of moral courage instills in young people. It is from hundreds of these small difficult acts that an active lifetime of integrity is derived” (116)



Bunting does not just want his students to have relationships of convenience – they are supposed to recognize that they form a community and are supposed to be committed to the growth of each of the members of that community.

Seemingly as important to Bunting as purely intellectual or moral growth is physical excellence. Colleges today talk A LOT about mental health but weirdly tend to neglect physical health.

(As a quick aside, I am reminded of an anecdote a friend once shared. The friend found out that his philosophy professor was an accomplished athlete, even during his career as an academic. He asked the professor why he took fitness so seriously, to which the professor replied, “Do you care about the development of your mind? Yes? Are you a Cartesian dualist? No? So how can you develop your mind while neglecting your body?” And, of course, Plato, the founder of the institution from which we derive the word “academy”, was a competitive wrestler and his name is a reference to his broad shoulders!)

On physical wellbeing, Bunting argues that


“just as the American academy has long since abandoned its ancient avowed mission to promote virtue along with good learning, it has either forsworn or forgotten its former expectation that students be held to standards of physical fitness, or raised to them at least” (104)



I do think it’s interesting how large a role sports played in the college lives of notable 20th century Americans. Gary Wills wrote of the 1968 contenders for the Republican nomination for President of the United States:


“All the future candidates were ambitious: they dutifully participated in one sport (the minimum required of [college] campus leaders in the thirties): football for Nixon and Reagan, soccer for Rockefeller, water polo for Percy” (Nixon Agonistes 19-20)



And of Nixon’s time playing football, Wills writes:


“He never spared himself. He used to take an awful lacing in scrimmage. He was tenacious as the dickens. When he got hold of something, he never let go… He was not much of an athlete, though… Nixon was not only small, but clumsy… Why… did he keep trying so hard?... he thought it was his duty. Everyone tried to do something for the team, then - even if it was only to work as manager, a thankless task” (Nixon Agonistes 161)



Readers of Robert Caro’s The Power Broker will also recall that Caro begins his 1,000+ page tome with an anecdote from Robert Moses’ time on the Yale swim team. It does seem like we’ve sleep-walked away from the understanding that college was a time to push, challenge, and grow oneself physically as well as mentally. As you might imagine, Bunting is not content to quietly acquiesce to this diminishing scope of a college’s responsibilities towards its students. He continues:


“The College will demand our pupils be fit and prove it, and often. The instrument for attaining that fitness will be a taxing regime – exhilaratingly so – of physical culture… it would be idle to build our school where we are going to on a rugged haunch of hill at the edge of the American High Plains… without using its resources to promote this purpose” (105)



To that end, Bunting wants his students boxing, learning survival skills, training for either marathons or “triathlon[s], whose aggregate distance is not less than fifty miles” (109), and going on prolonged treks through the wilderness of Wyoming (sometimes in teams and sometimes alone).

He probably overvalues the outdoorsy stuff, which is realistically just one of many good avenues to a healthy and vigorous life, but I’m kind of in on the idea that colleges should push students towards a more active lifestyle. In these physical activities, Bunting sees the potential for, among other things, improved leadership skills in rallying peers through physical hardship; developing a hobby that offers a respite from the stresses of professional life; and greater self-confidence in one’s ability to navigate the physical world and thereby greater self-reliance, all of which seem to be both plausible and valuable benefits.

Without explicit pressures to become physically healthy and the available means for doing so, many college students seem to fall into bad habits. I think most non-athletes who attended a typical American college would recognize a culture of high stress, lack of sleep, poor diet, excessive alcohol use (note: Bunting proposes banning alcohol and drugs on campus), and so on. No one thinks these things are good, but it will require concerted effort from colleges to pedantically guide students to the things everyone knows will make them happier and healthier. Marathons might be excessive, but a mandatory running club seems like a potentially good thing.

All of this should give you a sense of the vibe Bunting is going for, but it might seem kind of peripheral to the meat of a college. I’m sure you’re wondering what his proposed curriculum – in theory, the core of any college – is like. Bunting probably would say that since everything is just in service of the development of students’ character, the line between classes and the rest of the experience isn't so well-defined. But, don’t worry, he has some very hot takes on classes as well!

Bunting offers the below breakdown of how many classes students should take in each of (what he deems to be) the key areas of study:
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At first I didn’t notice the allocations and thought that Bunting had really dropped the ball – when you don’t pay attention to the allocations, this looks like a totally normie liberal arts curriculum. Where it gets fun is when you realize that History and Foreign Languages make up half of the classes Bunting’s students would take (and that doesn’t include the six months Bunting requires they spend abroad).

We normally think of a liberal arts education as instrumentally valuable to improving one’s thinking. The typical defense of the liberal arts usually includes referencing the “critical thinking and analytical skills” that such an education offers, and you can more easily defend Math/Science/Philosophy/English as subjects that sharpen the thinking/reasoning/writing skills that one might deploy in their professional work. History and Foreign Languages increasingly look like the least instrumentally useful disciplines in the liberal arts as they are less directly focused on refining those core skills. To include them at all is reasonable, but to make them the focus of the education seems kind of unjustifiable.

Given that An Education is a contemporary text defending a liberal arts education, I was shocked to find that Bunting really downplays the “build critical thinking skills” angle. For Bunting, the purpose of college is to create leaders, so he doesn’t feel a need to explain the value of his education in terms of the skills of middle-management. A successful education in Bunting’s eyes would manifest itself first and foremost in the character of its students, and Bunting believes that studying history is a really good way to form character.

The connection between the academic study of history and the cultivation of virtue in an individual probably seems tenuous, and Bunting would actually agree!


“Everything that ‘history’ is becoming seems to me to be what it should not be at our College. As an academic discipline professed by college teachers, its purposes strike me as careerist, antiquarian, and out-of-joint with the real needs of undergraduate students who are going to be bankers, doctors, executives, politicians, lawyers – but almost invariably not history professors” (150).



Aha! – an appeal to the pre-professional value of a liberal arts education, right? Not exactly:


“Their study of history… is [not] teaching them… to make simple comparisons or simple-minded inferences from political history; [rather] I… mean the self-educating habit of taking decisions with reference to what our minds and memories instruct us has worked, or failed, in the past. I am thinking in terms of what you would call, generally, biographical. For when we learn about justice, about courage, about suffering, about patriotism, we learn best when we learn such as they exalt or crush individual lives, men and women we have come to know… is there a man in history that you love, whose life somehow seems to speak directly to your own consciousness, whose life, with its sorrows and exaltations, somehow means something to the way you live your own? A life you can somehow ‘realize’?” (150)



Bunting’s appeal to the professional classes is not to them as such; instead, he offers history as a means of becoming a better person by pattern-matching against lives others have lived. In this way, he thinks professionals can benefit from the study of history – just as anyone else might – by becoming holistically better people.

He goes on to attribute the greatness of the American Founding Fathers in part to their study of great historical lives:


“They had for the most part no degrees, as they had, for the most part no university education. Yet they thought more clearly, considered more self-reliantly, wrote more accurately and eloquently, than we. Central to their education and to that of their children was the idea of emulation: of – quite literally – making the best features of an historical person’s life their own. The premise was that we can learn lessons, moreover learn them in ways that will permanently influence our own conduct, from the lives of those who have gone before: particularly in the ways they faced crises in their own and in their countries’ lives, most particularly in their self-mastery. The premise seems to be timeless, the relevance to our own day brutally direct” (153)



An individual, especially a young person, only has a limited set of experiences to draw upon when making decisions. They can appeal to the experience of their friends or family, but the sample set remains small and the long-term outcomes may still be unknown. How do you build a large sample of lifestyles and critical decisions and their outcomes? Reading a ton of historical biography actually seems like a pretty good approach.

The reference to self-mastery is interesting and illustrative. You can contrast Bunting’s vision for education with the way we normally think of education in terms of whether the student is learning to master themselves or to master the world. A typical American education is outward-facing: it is about learning how to use tools for manipulating and making sense of the world. You learn how to write so as to be able to persuade other people; you learn science to predict and control nature; you learn economics to analyze and change incentives; etc. It is primarily an education in how to make things happen. On the other hand, Bunting’s education is inward-facing: he wants his students to master their desires, emotions, and values so that their actions are oriented towards virtue and the benefit of the public. It is primarily an education in forming oneself and learning what one should want to make happen.

Is it true that studying history in this way would help people become more virtuous? The idea of the importance of representation in media might be illuminating here. The argument goes that it is good to have diverse casts in TV and movies so underrepresented groups can more easily identify with the characters in the media they consume and feel inspired to use those characters as life role models. You could imagine that a movie with a female president might unlock the idea for young girls that they too could be president one day. The underlying theory at work is that our perception of the kind of life we can and should lead is influenced by the kinds of lives we see and relate to in the media.

In the same way that underrepresented groups are supposed to find greater life possibilities in diverse TV/movie casts, I think Bunting thinks his students could take inspiration from historical figures. Students could look at history and see people being really courageous or ambitious or selfless or persistent in the face of adversity and think “huh, if [Cicero/Washington/Tubman/] can do it, I could maybe be like that too”. In hearing stories about great figures acting virtuously, students might feel like the high standards that morality demands are achievable and desirable. They might even adopt historical figures’ strategies for meeting those standards. And in understanding how a historical figure made a difficult decision, students might develop a framework for making analogous decisions in their own lives. It’s no accident that the authors of the Federalist Papers chose “Publius”, a reference to one of the leaders of the revolt against the Roman monarchy and one of the founders of the Roman Republic, as their pseudonym when writing about the structure of their post-monarchical, post-revolutionary republic.

Bunting’s point is even more familiar when we think of parenting. Every parent is invested in inculcating in their children certain values, and parents know that lessons are especially well-transmitted through stories and parables: we tell children about the boy who cried wolf to discourage deception. Even religious teachings are often contextualized with stories and characters that have been passed down from generation to generation.

I’m sympathetic to the idea of pattern matching against great people to think about what a life of virtue entails and to build a model for oneself to emulate (a nice complement to this would be coursework explicitly focused on making sense of one’s purpose / life plan), but the value of the marginal history class has to be pretty low. I get that Bunting wants to emphasize the importance of the history stuff, but it’s not clear to me that this importance necessitates such time intensive requirements. Maybe there’s something to having a really wide range of lives to pull from, but once you have a handful, I would think the bigger challenge becomes actually implementing the learnings in your own life.

There’s probably some plausibility to the mechanism that Bunting suggests for shaping the character of his students through the study of history, though he probably is mistaken about the marginal value of such a class. But beyond evaluating this specific proposal, I want to highlight how cool it is that Bunting is trying to play a game that no one else is willing to try. It’s easy to complain about the prevalence of “men without chests”. It takes some gumption to offer a falsifiable hypothesis about how to shape the souls of future leaders.

What about the Foreign Language requirement? Bunting offers two main arguments for the centrality of the study of Foreign Languages and Cultures. First, he writes:


“It is likely that… [our students] will live, serve, or work abroad… our countrymen will discharge their duties, not only to their companies, but also to our country with far greater efficiency and credibility if they know the language of their hosts’, just as they should be avid students of their hosts’ country itself” (162)
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(Bunting clearly underrated the value of the fish-out-of-water comedy)

Though globalization has definitely continued, if not accelerated, since the book was written over 20 years ago, Bunting seems to have overrated the importance and prevalence of living abroad, perhaps because he underrated the influence of the internet. The instrumental argument for studying Foreign Languages seems kind of weak, but Bunting also gives a more self-mastery-y argument:


“Our students must study foreign languages for what they may teach us about ourselves – ourselves as ordinary men and women and Americans, but also as members of the larger human community, as it has lived through history and will live when our generation is gone. Goethe is said to have remarked ‘Who knows not another language knows not his own’; Macaulay, remembering Charles V, reminded us that to learn any new language and learn it well was to acquire a new soul. ‘New Associations take place among the student’s ideas. He doubts where he formerly dogmatized. He tolerates where he formerly exercrated. He ceases to confound what is universal and eternal in human passions and opinions with aht is local and temporary. This is one of the most useful effects which results from studying the literature of other countries’” (162)



I’m more sympathetic to this justification – whether for Sapir-Whorf-y reasons or more mundane ones, foreign languages do seem to help us see the world differently – but, again, Bunting doesn’t do a great job of thinking on the margin here. It’s really hard to become fluent in a foreign language. Are the benefits from foreign languages in terms of stretching one’s mind so much greater than reading world literature in one’s native tongue or meeting people from different kinds of American communities? You could probably have a pretty perspective-bending experience traveling between urban, suburban, and rural parts of any American state, let alone traveling between states, or even visiting other anglophone countries.

The rest of his education stuff is kind of banal. Some of it is geared towards self-mastery, other parts seem more focused on instrumental knowledge. The History, Philosophy, Theology, and Deontology, Imaginative Literature, and Music and Fine Arts (collectively 50% of the curriculum) seems to be mostly about self-mastery. The Mathematics, Science, and Composition/Rhetoric (collectively 30% of the curriculum) seem to be mostly instrumentally valuable, equipping (presumably already virtuous) leaders with high-level skills to be effective in the world.

The book is full of other proposals along these lines that I don’t think it makes sense to explore at length here, but suffice it to say that Bunting also has very strong views on dining arrangements, dorm sizes, proportion of time spent with others vs alone, the professional backgrounds of professors, the makeup of admissions committees, and so on. What I hope to have conveyed by exploring the examples from An Education that I did is mostly the possibilities of:


	a college having the courage of its convictions to implement policies that could reasonably achieve otherwise unsatisfied goals,

	an education in self-mastery vs just an education in mastery over the world, and

	holistic approaches to education that take a strong stance on issues beyond curricula



Overall, I thought this was a cool book! It felt like a breath of fresh air in a stale but important conversation.

It’s definitely not the final word on college: I left with more questions than I had going into it. Does the education of an already talented and ambitious elite really matter or should we be more focused on education for the average American? Does Bunting’s book have relevance for non-elite education? Would any of his proposals actually work? Do we care if they work – do we need 20% more virtuous students or would we prefer 20% smarter/etc students? Bunting doesn’t really touch on any of these questions, and I think they’d be good things to ponder as the conversation around higher education continues.

My most valuable takeaway was just a broadening of perspective. Like good literature, this book helped me see greater possibilities in the world. I like that the book is utopian but specific – it makes it easy to crib ideas from it and actually test them out. Say what you want about Bunting, the guy is generative.

Maybe Bunting is wrong about the impact of any specific policy, but he throws out a lot of innovative ideas that someone who shares some of his goals (which I think is most colleges) should try. If existing colleges are too sclerotic to implement some of this stuff, then people should start some new colleges. And if others have different priorities than Bunting, they should take a stab at shaping a college to achieve their goals. Where’s the EA college optimizing for students’ global long-term impact?

Another cool aspect of the book is that it helped me reframe the cultural debates around colleges. One of the big debates right now is whether colleges are too woke, suggesting an overly moralizing culture. Without really weighing in on that, I now think an underrated question is whether colleges are too libertarian. It wasn’t until I read suggestions that colleges could take positions on issues like student physical health, relationship to money, post-grad job choice, etc that I realized how hands-off contemporary colleges are. Generally, if you’re passing your classes, meeting distributional requirements, and not egregiously breaking the law/basic school rules, colleges don’t really care about what you’re doing. It’s no accident that in the cultural imagination, American colleges have a reputation for libertinism – they’re a uniquely laissez-faire institution.

But, even committed libertarians should not want everything in society to be libertarian – at some point in the societal stack, someone has to take a stance on what is good, otherwise it’s just people passing the buck on what to care about all the way down. Part of the motivation for libertarian politics is the idea that political neutrality on the best kind of life allows different non-governmental institutions to help people pursue their specific conceptions of the good life. But, that requires institutions to step up and confidently assert the desirability of some way of life over another. Colleges are supposed to be formative institutions that help young adults figure out what kind of life they would like to lead, and it’s actually kind of striking the extent to which they have basically totally given up on this function.

Finally, there’s a “Seeing Like a State” thing going on subterraneously in An Education. For a bunch of reasons, the college experience has been made more legible over the last hundred years or so. People now leave college with GPAs to indicate their performance, majors to show their areas of expertise, and so on.

You know what’s not very easily made legible? Character. Employers recognize this and try to approximate an understanding of someone’s character with behavioral interviews and reference checks, but that seems to be best used to ensure against bottom quintile values. It’s pretty hard to quickly distinguish a 75th percentile leader, or 75th percentile “good person”, from a 95th percentile one in a way that is just not true of intelligence or subject matter expertise.

Though Abraham Lincoln was seen by many as a mediocrity in his time, with clearer eyes we now acknowledge him as one of the greatest leaders in human history. Character is a really hard thing to quantify accurately. Venture capitalist John Doerr popularized the idea that if something matters, you should measure it. The contrapositive of that though, is that if you can’t measure something, it doesn’t matter… So, given these difficulties in quantifying character, we shouldn’t be surprised that colleges stopped trying to optimize for improving their students as people. Colleges don’t report to US News and World Report how many of their students would cheat if they could get away with it or how many would eagerly avoid responsibility for a group failure. Should we care about the loss of these illegible values?

As An Education comes to a close, the dying billionaire, in his final moments, starts to reflect on the meaning of the kind of life he hopes for his students:


“I believe… the life of ceaseless learning and of working somehow to make the counsels of mind superintend the urgings and imperatives of will, of desire, of appetite – that such a life brings one to the final gate with something approaching equanimity” (241)



To describe the feeling of approaching that final gate, Bunting/our dying billionaire of course reaches for an extremely erudite reference:


“There has never been a pianist like [Sviatoslav Richter]... Every pianist who has ever played… [The Great Gates at Kiev] has thundered out the scene and sound… But Richter did it so quietly, so simply, with such unforced calm and restraint, that I suddenly understood the… meaning of the scene. The traveler had come to the Gates in reverence and awe, but composed, calm, certain that he had finally prepared himself, through all the means earned and given him, to pass through” (241-2)



I’m not sure Bunting, or anyone for that matter, could actually create a college that produced students that reliably found a sense of equanimity in the face of death. It’s a very tall order, and one that is basically impossible to ever verify. But, when I read that final passage, I couldn’t help but feel that such soulcraft is an immensely noble pursuit.

Modest Mussorgsky, "Pictures at an Exhibition" X. The Great Gate of Kiev | Sviatoslav Richter






An Empirical Introduction to Youth by Joseph Bronski

What if you have never heard of the most important book written in the last year, if not the last ten?

Who is the most abused, subordinated, derided, slandered, and destitute group in the modern West? When does the brain develop? Do we only use 10% of our brains? Who has power and what do they want? What do all of these questions have in common?

The answer to the last one is that one book answers them all. Its back says the following:

Everyone has heard that "we only use 10% of our brains" is a myth perpetuated by Hollywood. Here we add another myth to the pile: that the brain develops until the age of 25. This groundbreaking new work exposes the institution of Science as unfaithful to its own data, existing in a subverted state subordinate to the political aspirations of the class that controls it. Bronski tears the narrative apart piece by piece, ripping through and debunking every major writing that supports the myth of the teen brain. In addition, he shows that the ideology regarding youth which exists today is totally ahistorical, and that the US education system is massively exploitative and was founded by the ruling classes against the will of the people. The work's culminating thesis is that the class which resides at the top of the education system, the paid brains of the rich, have proliferated wrong ideas about youth in order to strengthen then influence over the minds of young, their pocketbooks, and the pocketbooks of their families. No dogma regarding contemporary youth survives this devastating, piercing work; it is a must-read for anyone who wants to be knowledgeable on youth development and education -- anyone who has not read it is officially behind the times as of this moment.

Bold claims. You have probably never heard of this book. Neither had I before its author made a post about it on a forum I browse routinely. The blurb piqued my interest; my parents told me growing up that everyone believed that we use 10% of our brains. Some movies, like Limitless, spread this myth. The problem is that it’s obviously not true if you know anything about evolution.

So it goes for “the brain develops until 25.” Why would you have a dangerous, adult body years before your brain reaches maturity? Why would you stop growing a decade prior? Based on the 10% myth, why should I trust this claim? Recall Gell-Mann amnesia:

“Briefly stated, the Gell-Mann Amnesia effect is as follows. You open the newspaper to an article on some subject you know well. In Murray’s case, physics. In mine, show business. You read the article and see the journalist has absolutely no understanding of either the facts or the issues. Often, the article is so wrong it actually presents the story backward—reversing cause and effect. I call these the “wet streets cause rain” stories. Paper’s full of them.

In any case, you read with exasperation or amusement the multiple errors in a story, and then turn the page to national or international affairs, and read as if the rest of the newspaper was somehow more accurate about Palestine than the baloney you just read. You turn the page, and forget what you know.”

– Michael Crichton (1942-2008)

On the the History of Youth

The book in question is little-known author Joseph Bronski’s An Empirical Introduction to Youth. I was interested, so I read the book. Reading it convinced me that it’s the most important book written in 2021; it may even be the most important book of the decade. Neither a psychoanalytic, pseudo-fictional drama about agency, nor a book comparing healthcare systems , nor an overly optimistic literature review on rapamycin, nor any sort of tome of antiquated pseudoscience, nor any book of anecdote or fiction could be argued to be more important. In calculated terms of utilitarian impact,  this book could massively improve the lives of at least 1.2 billion people right now, plus countless more in the future_._ All of that with just a few positive policy changes that cost nothing, (less than nothing, even, they have negative cost) policy changes which repeal and replace certain social systems which were founded on greed and ignorance. Let me explain.
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The reason why it’s so important is as follows: imagine if it was all fake, if the entire social construction of your youth were created top-down. High school, college, prom night, Shakespeare, parents, your first job, teenage love – everything was a mirage, a Matrix-like prison environment, totally artificial, not at all natural. Now imagine that every age restriction, every punishment, every coercive demand – what if you were essentially the same as a 25 year old? Would it not be a massive human rights violation to demand that 25 year olds sit in certain government-run facilities for 40 hours a week, that they must not be allowed to own anything, that older people must tell them what to do at every moment, at home and at the facility? Such a policy applied to 25 year olds would be seen as the most massive human rights violation in the entirety of Western civilization, were it applied in a Western country.

Bronski’s book shows that this is what is happening, just to slightly younger people, who have fully developed brains. Let’s start with the thesis-statement of the book:

This book contains an empirical examination of the history of youth norms, the reality of youth development, and the history and function of the American education system. It seeks to establish empirical facts that nobody of any honest persuasion should disagree with: for instance, that puberty ends around the age of 15 years on the average for boys and 14 for girls, that the best psychometric and neurometric data reveal the brain finishes developing by the end of puberty, that those who claim otherwise do so wrongly or even misleadingly, that youth norms varied much less extremely from adult norms in the past, even while puberty finished later on the average, that the current norms largely came about in the last 50 to 100 years after the establishment of the modern education system, that the modern education system was unpopular among the masses and was constructed by the elite class, that education does not increase intelligence, and that starting roughly no later than when students enter youth (7th-9th grade), the education system becomes dramatically economically exploitative, with no returns to either the economy or people able to be measured.

The book contains five chapters: A Summary of Historical Youth Norms, Education, Development, The Teen Brain Meme, and Applications. The first chapter provides evidence that post-modern youth is largely ahistorical – this chart on Ancient Roman marriage sums it up well:
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The author thoroughly argues that Ancient youth was essentially young adulthood. While aristocrats considered those under 25 too immature to rule the Roman Republic, virtually no other responsibilities were off-limits starting with the assumption of the adult garment around the age of 15. Youth in their mid-teens would marry, live alone, travel for education, work for a living, hold minor office, serve in the military, and more.

In the middle ages, youth turned exploitative. Average marriage ages increased to the mid-twenties because the young were expected to be house-slaves for older masters until that age. As this arrangement thawed, the age of 21 gained significance as the age of majority – the rationale was that parents or economic-guardians were entitled to a youth’s labor for his first 7 years of adult-ish labor capacity.

Only in the mid-twentieth century, in the US after the creation of the high school, did the age of 18 gain any special significance. It ain’t lindy. Only two ages are: the beginning and end of Youth, specifically, which, for the author, correspond to roughly 15 and 25 for males.

The continuous historical significance of these two approximate ages is apparent from the first chapter of the book. The third and fourth chapters confirm the significance of the first and inform us on the reasoning behind the significance of the second. In these chapters, the author argues that the “teen brain” is a myth and that the brain is actually mature by the end of puberty, which occurs at the beginning of youth.

On The Brain

I was hesitant about this hypothesis at first, but the author proves his case. The research is intense and meticulous. His take-down of establishment scientists is thorough and complete. Many pages are devoted to actually catching brain researchers in nearly endless mistruths. Though their mouths may be mistaken, corrupted by the need for grant money, their data is evidently undoctored, because it contradicts their public claims. On virtually every measure of brain function, youth achieve adult scores. When it comes to brain structure, all major development milestones have been surpassed by the end of puberty. The author explains that many false claims about the brains of youth actually comes from the fact that the brain changes until death. For instance, from the beginning of puberty to the end of life, the brain prunes grey matter. In the early 2000s, scientists claimed that the loss of grey matter during the teen years proves the immaturity of youth. What they omit is that older people lose just as much grey matter in as much time – one study Bronski cites shows that a person’s age can be predicted with an accuracy of plus or minus two and a half years using grey matter imaging at any point in adult life.

Let me summarize this more extensively:

What you probably think about the “teen brain” is a myth. The brain does not mature at the age of 25; it matures about 10 years earlier, by the end of puberty, as evolution predicts. As such, high school aged youth are not mentally inferior like you have been led to believe. These youth are best seen as young adults, who are wired the same as their slightly older, much freer compatriots aged 21-25. The common misconceptions that are debunked here arose because the foundations that fund teen-brain research are biased towards infantilizing youths for the purpose of expanding the education system, from which those who run said foundations profit.

You probably believe some version of the following statement:

It doesn’t matter how smart teens are or how well they scored on the SAT or ACT. Good judgment isn’t something they can excel in, at least not yet.

The rational part of a teen’s brain isn’t fully developed and won’t be until age 25 or so.

In fact, recent research has found that adult and teen brains work differently. Adults think with the prefrontal cortex, the brain’s rational part. This is the part of the brain that responds to situations with good judgment and an awareness of long-term consequences. Teens process information with the amygdala. This is the emotional part.

In teens' brains, the connections between the emotional part of the brain and the decision-making center are still developing—and not always at the same rate. That’s why when teens have overwhelming emotional input, they can’t explain later what they were thinking. They weren’t thinking as much as they were feeling.

This statement is a copy-pasta that can be found on multiple college websites, including Stanford, UC San Diego, and Rochester. The attentive reader should notice that this constitutes academic plagiarism:

Plagiarism occurs when you use another's words, ideas, assertions, data, or figures and do not acknowledge that you have done so.

The “medical reviewer” listed at the bottom of the Rochester and UC San Diego versions is not even cited on the Stanford website, and copying someone’s essay even with citations still constitutes plagiarism. The punishment given to a college student for this behavior is generally very severe; it can end or severely disrupt a student’s academic career. So already we see a very blatant “rules for thee and not for me” attitude from the people who wrote this copypasta. In other words, their credibility should be lowered in your mind, dear reader. This is the first of many signs that we are not debunking a credible discourse. We are debunking an un-credible discourse.

So either plagiarism happened or the same person controls the website for all of these schools, which would be spooky coordination. Even if that were the case, it’s still plagiarism. Turning in the same essay for two different assignments is plagiarism. My English professors could not have been clearer.

The second obvious thing about this copypasta is that no references are cited. That’s an F in any class run by the same people who wrote it. Rules for me but not for thee, young man. This is a common problem in this field, and, in fact, when they do cite sources, their citations are nonsense. In an essay co-authored by the then-head of the NIMH, lead teen-brain scientist Jay Giedd, not a single citation among dozens actually provided evidence for the authors’ statements.

This was shown in An Empirical Introduction to Youth via the only way that it can be: going through every citation. Still, here are a few examples. Let’s just look at the first three citations, a fair random sample:


	
Giedd et. al say “In addition to doubling in size, the brain’s surface folds become much more complicated [this means surface area increases, increased surface area means more brain power, see Wikipedia] … from birth to young adulthood. … The complexity of the folding patterns becomes increasingly obvious in the parts of the brain … that process cognitive and emotional information … those parts … show the greatest changes in adolescence … the evolving pattern of folds and crevices reaches a peak and levels off by the late teens, after which it remains stable throughout adult life.” Their citation (Chi et al. 1977) only includes subjects up to the age of 44 weeks after conception. Meanwhile, a 2014 study actually contradicted their claim: surface area increased up to 12 years of age and then decreased afterwards until at least the age of 40 (Schnack et al. 2015).



	
Next they assert that “Studies of the brains of humans and of nonhuman primates have revealed dramatic evidence that the number of synapses changes during the first two decades of life … [with] stabilization of the maturation process by early adult life.” In their lexicon, “early adult” means the twenties, but the study that was cited for this claim says “Synaptic density was constant throughout adult life (ages 16--72 years).” (Huttenlocher 1979) So either the authors were wrong or they agree with my thesis that the brain is developed by the end of puberty at 14-16 years old. Keep in mind that they trash 16 year olds in their paper and were not at all clear about exactly when their citation actually shows brain maturation.



	
They continue by stating that “From birth to early adulthood, most of the pruning, or loss, of synapses involves excitatory synapses … Thus, the brain by early adulthood appears to have undergone a reorganization of synaptic balance such that, … there is much greater weight on the inhibitory side and less weight on the excitatory side.” This is based off of a study of Rhesus monkeys that found pruning of the neurons in question was finished by 5 years of age, those monkeys being in puberty, like 13 year old humans (Lidow et al. 1991). Again Giedd et al. have overstated the length of time during which the metric in question is in development. The most charitable explanation would be to conclude that the writer believes 13 year olds to be in “early adulthood.” (Here is Giedd et al.’s paper if you want to see the context for more clarity).





Like I said, this is only the first three citations. Every citation is like this. Every. Single. One. And Bronski goes through them all in An Empirical Introduction to Youth.

One last thing to note about this paper before moving on to a general look at the data is that it was funded by the “National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy,” which was initiated top-down by Bill Clinton in one of his State of the Union addresses. So right on the cover of the essay we can see that these guys were motivated to portray teenagers as mentally inferior to older adults, regardless of what the evidence says. They were being funded to prevent 15-19 year olds from getting pregnant. They are not going to say that, actually, 15-19 year olds are young adults with developed brains, and that by the age of 15, pregnancies reach their plateau in safety and quality (Loto et al. 2004 and Makinson 1985). (They actually don’t talk about pregnancy safety or quality at all, they only harp on the brain).

That’s enough on the credibility of the people we’re dealing with here. You should have little reason to expect the news articles you have read are a fair representation of the evidence. Let’s look at what the data actually says.

It’s impossible to go over all of it here. An exhaustive review is performed in the book. Here it should suffice to debunk the Rochester Paste and then to fill in the gaps to my thesis on when the brain develops with some choice studies.

The Rochester Paste says teens have an undeveloped prefrontal cortex relative to the amygdala, so let’s look at the prefrontal cortex first. The structural development of the prefrontal cortex beyond infancy is well researched; one great paper on this subject is a 2004 study led by Dr. Jay Giedd. The study was longitudinal, following a group of thirteen people from 1994 to 2004 with ages at the end of the study ranging from 4-21 years old.

The study found that “Overall, the total [gray matter] volume was found to increase at earlier ages, followed by sustained loss starting around puberty … Frontal and occipital poles lose GM early, and in the frontal lobe, the GM maturation ultimately involves the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, which loses GM only at the end of adolescence.”

Except Giedd obviously thinks that adolescence concludes at 13 or 14, based on the scatter plots he was nice enough to provide:
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Even his line hits its low point at like 15. Earlier than that even. Look at the dots though. Look at those things. LOL? (Y axis is GM and X axis is age by the way).

While we’re here, I will mention that this is The Study from which the “the brain matures at 25” claim came. How is that possible when the oldest participants were 21? Well, as we have seen, Giedd is very loose with his citations, and this is what he cited (if he cited anything at all) when he started going on the news and other media claiming that the brain develops until 25. Bronski traces all of this in chapter 4 of An Empirical Introduction to Youth.

Next let’s look at the myelination of the frontal lobe, aka the development of white matter. In all parts of the brain, myelination begins in infancy and continues until the mid forties.

[image: ]

In contrast, gray matter accumulates during childhood, and starting at puberty, it starts to be lost, and will continue to be lost until death.

For the frontal lobe is particular, one study reports that “white matter volume increased until age forty-four years for the frontal lobes [which includes the prefrontal cortex] and age forty-seven years for the temporal lobes and then declined” (Bartzokis et al. 2001).

So basically teens’ frontal lobes are losing gray matter and gaining white matter. 25 year olds’ frontal lobes are losing gray matter and gaining white matter. 35 year olds’ frontal lobes are losing gray matter and gaining white matter. Once you get old, you start to lose white matter too. When is the brain “mature?” My answer is when the gray matter pattern reverses during puberty. You could maybe say it’s at the age of 45 using similar reasoning, but you can’t say it’s at the age of 25. We consider 20-somethings as “mature”, so Bronski picks the lower age. The brain matures by the end of puberty. It changes throughout life. If you think this seems arbitrary or wishy-washy, maybe it is. But it’s good that you think that, because it means that you now know that brain scans did not prove that the brain develops until the age of 25. Psychometrics will fill in the rest for us. Direct measurements of behavior show that teens are young adults and indicate that the changes we see in the brain after puberty are indicative of aging (atrophy) and experiencing (myelination, see Sampaio-Baptista & Johansen-Berg 2017), not maturation, i.e. the acquistion of mental capacity. The increase in gray matter and surface area complexity tracks what we see in psychometrics, which is the acquisition of greater brain function until the end of puberty, upon which function plateaus and then degenerates. As any teen with older parents knows, young people are actually sharper than older people, not mentally inferior to them.

Before moving on to psychometrics, let’s look at one last study on the amygdala. The Rochester Paste explicitly references the connection between the amygdala and the rest of the brain. These connections are mature by the end of puberty: “Unlike results based on chronological age, which showed significant development during childhood, all the tracts except one cluster (localized in the left IFOF) [this was mature by mid-puberty] demonstrated continued immaturities in midpuberty and only became adultlike by the postpubertal stage. This finding suggests that pubertal changes may be more tightly coupled to white matter maturation than had been previously considered.” (Asato et al. 2010) Puberty stages were determined “by Tanner staging.” In 1970, white boys reached the last Tanner stage, the postpubertal stage, on average at the age of 14.9 years (Marshall & Tanner 1970). As a side note, I want to thank the authors of Asato et al for staging the 13-17 year olds. In every other study, they are not staged and are simply given as an amorphous blob known as “adolescents.” This is unacceptable and the fact that this is so common is yet another indictment of the researchers around these parts.

Moving onto psychometrics, Bronski defines judgment as“the ability to avoid bad decisions.” I find this eminently fair and reasonable. When people say youth have poor judgment, they mean that they have a hard time avoiding bad decisions. I find it compelling to look at some “field data” first, as opposed to laboratory data. In the wild, do youth make bad decisions? Or is that just a stereotype?

Let’s look at some real emotional stress-tests. First, behavioral data regarding condom usage and STD rates. Teens use condoms at a higher rate than older people: 60% for teens and about 45% for unmarried older men. STD rates paint a similar picture: “In 2017, the rate of reported chlamydia cases among men aged 15–19 years was 924.5 cases per 100,000 males” while “men aged 20–24 years had the highest rate of reported chlamydia cases among all men (1,705.4 cases per 100,000 males)” It seems that older people actually display inferior ability to avoid bad decisions compared to teens when it comes to sexual activity, a very emotional situation. Does someone need their rights taken away?

Driving is another high pressure activity. Are teens innately bad at it? Of course, driving is an activity that is highly responsive to experience, so teenagers do in fact crash more than older drivers. But this is not due to innate judgment deficiencies: beginning teenage drivers do just as well if not better than older beginners (Wayne & Miller 2018).

The finding that teens are at least equal in driving abilities when compared older people with the same level of experience is replicated by a 2015 study:

[image: ]

British driving data backs us up further. Youth are more likely to pass the driving test, possibly indicating greater mental fitness compared to more aged participants.
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Also of interest are British drunk-driving figures. One major justification for raising the drinking age to 21 all across the United States was to destroy “blood barriers,” areas on state borders where youth would, allegedly, frequently drive drunk due to having to drive to another state to go to a bar, as some states had 21 as the drinking age and others had it at 18. This begs the question though, why not, in keeping with the spirit of the 26th amendment, require a uniform drinking age of 18 instead of 21? The common answer was that, supposedly, 18-20 year olds are immature and therefore more likely to drive drunk even if they have legal, local access to alcohol. Britain allows us to test this idea, since anyone over 18 can drink alcohol and have a driver’s license.
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It appears that 25-29 year olds are the most likely age group to drive drunk in the UK. Hm.

We now move on to laboratory literature mainly focused on “adolescent risk taking.” This literature is somewhat well developed and attempts to measure “hot judgment ability.” One study in this literature measured the ability of teens and older people to delay a $1000 dollar award by offering them cheaper rewards immediately. A “discount rate” was calculated based on how little money they were willing to go to get the money immediately.
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The results show that maturity on this metric is reached by the age of 16, indicating that 16 year olds can handle full financial rights.

Another study used a driving game where the risk of crashing was ambiguous and drivers were rewarded for driving through lights. While younger teens exhibited riskier driving behavior, the 16-17 year old age group experienced mature levels of risky driving on par with those of adults (Steinberg et al. 2008).

We’ll end with IQ data. Ryan et al. (2000) found that “scores on Matrix Reasoning are at a peak for persons at 16 to 17 years of age and differences [decline] first become evident for persons 45 to 54 years of age.” 16-17 is a dogwhistle for “the end of puberty” (15 year olds are usually grouped with 13 and/or 14 year olds, but we know when puberty ends on average). 16-17 is nowhere near “25.”

On Power

For me, the real core of the book is chapter two and the second half of chapter four. In these parts of the book, Bronski argues that youth as we know it is largely a consequence of the creation of the youth-education system, which is comprised of the high school and the college. Those who created this system are the same people who spread lies about young brains, and who support infantilizing age restrictions whether they be for or against youth themselves. For example, Bronski highlights that the MacArthur foundation states on its website that the biggest issue in juvenile justice is not systemic corruption, nor abuse of minors, nor unconstitutional court proceedings, nor the locking up of young people for bullshit crimes, but rather it is the fact that 18-20 year olds are not, at present, considered juveniles by the courts.

As Bronski reveals, virtually everyone who controls the MacArthur foundation works at a university – in other words, they are upper-level members of the “Professional Managerial Class,” the “brains of their rich employers.” Therefore, he says, they support increasing the age of immaturity perpetually as to make a larger and larger segment of youth into schoolboys under their supervision.

An example is in order. The President of the MacArthur Foundation, Johnathon Fanton, had a wife, Cynthia Greenleaf, who worked for an education corporation known as WestEd as a senior research scientist. WestEd’s catchphrase is “Improving learning, healthy development, and equity in schools and communities.” They are apparently an educational research organization devoted to expanding or universalizing education: “Success for every learner is WestEd’s main goal and has been for more than 50 years.” Greenleaf’s research in particular focuses on youth, and not children: “for two decades she has conducted cutting-edge research in adolescent literacy and translated it into powerful teacher professional development. … Her work codeveloping the Reading Apprenticeship® Instructional Framework has changed classrooms for hundreds of thousands of secondary and college students and their teachers. Three large-scale randomized controlled studies of Reading Apprenticeship have validated its effectiveness in improving students’ subject area engagement, literacy, and achievement.” So we have a guy who is the President of a foundation that controls billions of dollars and which is known to fund teen brain researchers, who profits off of anything that gets more “kids” into “school.” Curious.

This man was also the President of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Under his Presidency, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences did nothing less than push the idea that undergraduate education must be expanded in such a way that everyone completes it. In other words, Fanton promotes universal higher education. Such a thing is obviously easy to implement when people believe that those under 25 are children. What are kids going to do from 18-24, child labor? No, they should obviously continue education because the brain develops until 25…

The implications of this for how power works are large. Bronski proposes that the construction of the education system can be explained by a “dialectic” occurring between the capitalist ruling class and their PMC underlings. Because the latter are essentially paid to think for their masters, they possess special powers that other, more replaceable employees lack. Specifically, they can trick their employers and, when unified, strongarm them. A clear example of the latter that Bronski cites is when NEA’s Committee of Ten, composed of professors and deans and college presidents, gave the Rockefellers and their friends four options for the curriculum of the high school. All flattered the PMC, making their knowledge of bullshit like poetry part of every option. The rich, wanting to offload the cost of training onto taxpayers, leaned towards the most practical, and this synthesis is what was instituted and is what is essentially still in place today.

The example Bronski provides of the PMC strongarming the capitalists is the 1993 Student Loan Reform Act, which established direct loans provided by the federal government and consequently attempted to cut bankers out of the student-loan equation. The bankers struck back – Sally Mae became a beast, armed with tax dollars, Republicans allowed it to go fully private and today it feasts on students’ blood like … [not allowed to say it]. Importantly, this backlash was enabled by PMC defectors – Sally Mae has been immensely successful at persuading university loan departments to shill for it and mislead students into financial predation.

Bronski is essentially making a claim about who is in power, and by extension, what they want. The who is a money-rich ruling class, and importantly, their hired brains, and what they want doesn’t always align. Sometimes this seems to produce a push and pull, but usually a synthesis is realized that satisfies both classes. This is an interesting, empirical claim that warrants further investigation pending its generalizability. The claim itself may in fact be a synthesis; though Bronski may not be familiar enough with elitology to realize it, the two main camps when it comes to the Class Question are Marxists and Moldbuggers. The former says it’s the billionaires, and the latter says it’s the college professors. It being both seems like an elegant solution.

On Oppression

All of this answers our question, who gets it the worst in the West today? The answer is that if you are 15 to 17 years old you are an adult, but you are treated like a 10 year old. 15-17 year olds, and 18-20 year olds, and 21-24 year olds for that matter, are as mature as 25 year olds. So what we have are essentially 25 year olds who are told, for no reason other than profit and power, that you may not open a bank account, you may not get a real job, you may not decide to do something other than learn poetry so some PMC member can have a sinecure, your parents may spank you, confine you without due process, and worse. What could be worse than giving all 25 year olds masters who can beat them for not wanting to write essays on The Great Gatsby all day? What could be worse than making all 25 year olds have to get permits to be fry cooks if they have any free time outside of the State obedience facility?

Well, unlucky, misbehaved 25 year olds would be sent to punishment camps! Youth with fully developed brains today are regularly sent to prison camps that resemble Soviet gulags, where they are deprived of an education and put to punitive labor. Starvation is a common punishment for misbehaved slave-teens in these camps. Collectively, this sadistic gulag-archipelago is known as the “Troubled Teen Industry,” or TTI for short. Camps are often located in the wilderness, in polities such as Utah, Jamaica, and Costa Rica. Bounty-hunters are often hired to “transport” victims to these places. Here is one of hundreds of testimonials about the abduction process:

I look up and bang 2 massive guys are entering my hotel room. So many thoughts rush through my head, my first instinct was that I’m being taken away, I had a feeling but didn’t think they would do this to me ON MY BIRTHDAY! Immediately I clutch my phone tightly and grab the lamp to my left. HELP HELP IM BEING KIDNAPPED, I shouted over and over, people were knocking on the door trying to find out what was going on as I wrestle these behemoths. I ended up destroying as much property as possible over these guys besides the tv, fucking monsters they were, glass bottles didn’t even phase them. Eventually a lady keys the door open to see fat albert sitting on my arm as I continue to clutch my phone. “CALL THE COPS” I tell her knowing it’s a futile effort, I was not going to make this easy, that was my philosophy. Eventually the bigger guy put my arm in such a painful hold I couldn’t bear the pain any more. Thinking back I should’ve let him break my arm. I coughed up my phone and agreed to work with them when the 2nd guy pulled a taser out saying they don’t want to cause any more commotion. I got into the car and willingly flew 5 hours out to Utah.

My parents had sent me to a Wilderness Therapy program on my birthday. Yep, this is my life now I thought as the workers take all of my belongings and zip them up into bags, giving me some used and some new clothes that I would be wearing for the next 60 something days. I’m going to stop this here but if anyone wants to hear about how my wilderness went / how I’m doing today I will make another post.

The camps are extremely abusive one the victim arrives. Anal penetration is common upon first arrival, in order to “check” for “illicit items.”

I was 13 years old when I entered Straight. I was there more than two years before I finally graduated. When I was released, I was 16 years old and mentally broken. My education was denied me. I couldn't speak clearly about the tortures I suffered and witnessed. After leaving, I could barely hold a normal conversation. I couldn't put the words together. I was angry and afraid. I was confrontational but most of all, I was lost.

Some camps use a Kapo system:

I was thrown into a small intake room which was probably about 10x10 with 7 girls. They confronted me about not following the program and told me to go ahead and leave if I wanted to. They then preceded to beat me, pull my hair, restrain me on the floor for hours upon hours at a time. I'm talking about 4 girls holding you face down with your arms behind your back, like the police do. They would sit on top of me. One on each leg, and one on each arm. Every hour or so they might be nice enough to stretch your arms out for me, but the physical pain of those restraints was unbearable. I turned into a violent person, because I was defending myself from fights where I was far outnumbered. These fights happened daily in Cincinnati and the fact that NO adult at that facility saw anything wrong with that behavior blows my mind.

Sleeping conditions resemble those of gulags:

I don't think my mom knew they locked us in rooms at night, sometimes up

to 8 girls sleeping on mattresses or the floor. The 'oldcomer' would

push their bed in front of the door so there was no escaping. There

were alarms on the doors and windows

Teens often die in rural camps after being starved. See this re-enactment of the death of Aaron Bacon, who died on a death-march through the desert:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rJz5pghLagY

Many other videos and testimonials can be found here.

And before you think that all of these teens deserved it, they are not criminals. They have never been convicted of anything. These places, ironically, are where teens who don’t go to jail are sent by their hateful, abusive, slave owner “parents” without due-process. The conditions in these torture camps are extremely cruel and unusual — in a word, unconstitutional. American jail is much preferable to said places.

They get away with all of this because teens are considered property under US (and, more generally, Western) law. A teenager has no medical rights; if a teen does not want a vaccine, but his parents do want him to have it, he can be restrained and inoculated against his will. If a teen does want a vaccine, but his parents do not want him to have it, he is not allowed to receive it. In medicine, the need for a patient to agree with a procedure is called assent. The legal requirement for a responsible party to sign off on a procedure is called consent. Teens are neither afforded assent (the right to veto a procedure), nor consent (the right to sign off on a procedure).

“Runaway” teens are hunted down and captured like slaves. Imagine hunting down a runaway 25 year old to return him to a master. Is that not just slavery? Imagine if marital vows were still literal and runaway wives could be tracked down and returned to their husbands. Wouldn’t that be awful? This is worse, assuming romantic marriage, because teens never entered an agreement for that to happen in the first place. If the marriage is arranged, it’s at best the same.

All of this, and how is it justified? The same way slavery was justified. Teens are alleged to be inferior. But they aren’t; the brain is fully developed by the end of puberty at 14 or 15, as demonstrated in An Empirical Introduction to Youth.

As an Effective Altruism, I see it as my duty to work to stop anti-youth ageism. The oppression that young people face is uniquely horrific because it is State enforced.

Not only is ageism everywhere, permeating every space, infesting every mind, even those of the oppressed — this oppression is still enforced by the State. Imagine if we still had forced racial segregation. What teens face from the State every day is similar. And we no longer have State enforced racial oppression. Since the 1960s we have had the opposite.

So, what should be done?

Recommendations

The book ends with Bronski’s recommendations. Most importantly, he argues that the high school should be abolished, and that only ten to twenty per cent of people should attend higher education. The case is persuasive. By estimating both the per cent of useful classes for those who should attend and the per cent of people who need any higher-ed knowledge, Bronski concludes that “high school is, then, on average, about 97.8% exploitation.” That is to say that literally 97.8% of time spent in high school is a waste of time. Some useful skills are learned, yes, but very little and only for certain people.

The reason why Bronski prioritizes abolishing the high school is that he says that the real reason why teens are subjected to these horrors is the high school. The “cult of the 18th birthday” developed because of the high school, just as the “cult of the 21st birthday” develops because of the university (there was an older cult of the 21st birthday, which existed for the purpose of economic exploitation of youth by parents, dating from the 18th century, but its customs were different).

To abolish the religion around the 18th birthday, the material institutions must be changed, says Bronski. Only when young adults are given full responsibilities can they be given meaningful full rights. This makes sense; what is the right to vote when you have to ask Ms. Smith to use the bathroom? And so on for the right to drive, or “work”, or anything else.

Overall, I recommend this book. While almost all mainstream books get an A for typographical matters, I do have to say that I give this book a B due to some harmless, but ugly spacing and other errors here and there. By no means is the book illegible or hard to read. Whereas mainstream books might receive a C for content, this book receives an A+. It is extremely well researched and argued and puts even some books published in academic presses to shame.






Anthropic Bias by Nick Bostrom

Recently, I saw a meme that included the new-to-me phrase “anthropic reasoning.” A reasonable person would have kept scrolling. Instead, I read Anthropic Bias by Nick Bostrom. For posterity, the meme that nerd-sniped me was:

[image: ]

Panel 1: Alice from Alice in Wonderland looking into a rabbit hole saying “Ranking charities empirically by impact? How curious…”

Panel 2: Alice falling into the rabbit hole, surrounded by the following phrases: worldview diversification; insent sentience; anthropic reasoning; cluelessness; AI timelines; Great Filter; acausal; S-Risk; replaceability; patient vs urgent longtermism.

The fact that this is the meme that made me read Anthropic Bias is ironic. Someone should update the meme so panel 1 says “A meme mentioning ‘anthropic reasoning’? How curious…” and panel 2 contains the text of this review.

(In addition to the book Anthropic Bias, I also relied on blog posts by Katja Grace at Meteuphoric and Joe Carlsmith at Hands and Cities to understand anthropic reasoning. Anything that sounds smart in the below book review comes from one of these three people, but all mistakes are solely mine.)

Fine Tuned

If our universe had been very slightly different, it would not be able to support life. Bostrom gives the example of the early expansion speed of the universe right after the Big Bang. If the speed had been faster, the universe would have expanded too fast for dense galaxies to form. If the speed had been slower, the universe would have collapsed again. Luckily, the actual early expansion speed was neither too fast nor too slow, and so galaxies were able to form, which eventually led to life on Earth. Many other parameters show the similar property of allowing life to exist by not being too big or too small: the ratio of the electron mass to the proton mass, the magnitudes of force strengths, the smoothness of the early universe, the neutron-proton mass difference, perhaps even the metric signature of space-time.

The fact that the universe seems to be fine tuned cries out for an explanation. There are a few possible explanations.

One, maybe the universe isn’t fine tuned at all? Maybe the theories that tell us that the universe has many parameters that could have taken on different values are wrong. Maybe the correct theory of everything has no free parameters, and physicists just haven’t found it yet.

Two, maybe the universe was fine tuned on purpose to give rise to life? Depending on your theological inclinations, the designer who fine tuned the universe could either be God or a programmer running a simulation.

Three, anthropic principles. A bunch of thinkers came up with their own anthropic principles, ranging from tautological to terrible, but all of them try to account for the fact that we exist when explaining why the universe is fine tuned. The tautological end of the spectrum simply says “Any intelligent living beings … can find themselves only where intelligent life is possible.” The terrible end of the spectrum hypothesizes “Intelligent information-processing must come into existence in the universe, and, once it comes into existence, it will never die out.”

Bostrom’s contribution to anthropic reasoning narrows in on observer selection effects. As observers, we are not omniscient. We are only able to observe select universes. Intelligent life can only observe universes capable of supporting intelligent life. We should account for this bias when drawing conclusions.

An analogy is useful here. Consider the following famous (but maybe apocryphal?) stock picking scam. A scammer sends 100 people an email predicting Tesla stock’s future. Half the emails say it will go up, the other half say it will go down. The stock goes up. The next week, the scammer emails the 50 people who received the correct prediction another prediction. Again, half the emails say the stock will go up, the other half say it will go down. The stock goes down. 25 people have now received correct predictions two weeks in a row. The scammer does this a few more times, until he is left with a handful of people who received correct predictions several weeks in a row. He then approaches these people, points to his past emails as evidence that he is a stock picking genius, and gets them to trust him with their money.

Bob, one of the targets in this scam, would be incorrect to think “this stock picker is a genius.” Bob should account for observer selection effects. Bob observed a set of emails that had correct predictions, but Bob should think about the fact that he was not able to observe all emails the scammer sent. The scammer looks like a genius based on only the emails that Bob received, but looks less like a genius when Bob realizes that the scammer could have sent many more incorrect emails to others.

Similarly, when reasoning about our fine tuned universe, we should not simply think “we are lucky our universe is fine tuned.” We should account for observer selection effects. We are not able to observe all possible universes, only this one. Bostrom goes on to describe frameworks to calculate probabilities that take into account such observer selection effects.

Dark Rooms

Ordinary probability theory, the kind taught to schoolchildren, asks unthreatening questions like “if you pick a marble out of this urn with 1 red and 9 blue marbles, how likely are you to pick the red marble?”

Anthropic bias theory, not constrained by school boards’ opinions, asks questions that sound like they could be from a future Saw franchise, one where Jigsaw becomes obsessed with obscure philosophical questions. “Imagine you wake up with no memory in a dark room, and a voice announces over a loudspeaker that you are part of an experiment where God flipped a coin and brought 10 people into existence if it came up heads, one of whom has a red jacket–” AAAAAAH!

Look, I want to acknowledge that the upcoming thought experiments are weird. If it helps, in my head, when you wink into existence in this hypothetical dark room, you are not-at-all bothered by that fact. Instead, you calmly calculate the probabilities for which way the coin landed and then exit the room to live a fulfilling life.

I.

That said, imagine you wake up with no memory in a dark room, and a voice announces over a loudspeaker that you are part of an experiment where God flipped a coin after promising to create one human in this room if it came up heads, and to leave the room empty if it came up tails. How did the coin land?
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Heads = 1 human; Tails = nothing.

This is the simplest experiment I can think of that illustrates anthropic bias. The coin had a 50-50 chance of landing heads or tails. However, the fact that you are awake in the dark room to contemplate God’s experiment is evidence that you should take into account. You only exist in a world where the coin landed heads. Therefore, the coin landed heads.

II.

You again wake up, except this time God’s experiment is slightly different. God planned to create one human in this room regardless of whether the coin came up heads or tails.
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Heads = 1 human; Tails = 1 human.

This time, the fact that you exist provides no evidence for which way the coin landed. You would exist no matter how the coin landed. Therefore, your probabilities for the coin landing are unchanged from what they would be otherwise: 50-50.


	* *



So far, so good. In simple thought experiments like these, it is easy to reason about probabilities. However, things get trickier when different numbers of people are created when the coin lands heads versus tails. Bostrom discusses two theories, SIA and SSA, to account for anthropic bias in these situations. An example will illustrate both of these.

III.

You again wake up. This time, God planned to create one human in one room if heads and two humans in two rooms if tails. Which way did the coin land?
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Heads = 1 human; Tails = 2 humans.

The first theory, which I find easier to understand, is the self-indication assumption (SIA). Under SIA, you are more likely to exist in worlds with more people like you. How I think of this is: imagine you are playing a game of cosmic musical chairs. “You” (some metaphysical, not-yet-existing version of you) have one chair available in the heads world and two chairs in the tails world. You are more likely to find a chair to occupy in the tails world.

Therefore, under SIA, you should assume there is a ⅓ chance the coin came up heads and a ⅔ chance the coin came up tails.

The second theory, and Bostrom’s preferred one, is self-sampling assumption (SSA). Under SSA, you are more likely to exist in worlds with a greater proportion of people like you. How I think of this is: imagine there are two urns: urn A and urn B. Urn A is filled with only red marbles; urn B has both red and blue marbles in equal numbers. God is planning to pull out marbles from an urn, and create you (again, some metaphysical, not-yet-existing version of you) or someone like you everytime he pulls out a red marble. You have a greater chance of existing if God pulls from urn A than from urn B.

In our coin-toss situation, the proportion of people like you in heads-world is 1, and in tails-world is also 1. In both worlds, you could be any of the resulting humans. Therefore, under SSA, each world is equally likely, and the chance that the coin came up heads or tails is ½.

IV.

You wake up, this time in a well-lit room. Again, God planned to create one human in one room if heads and two humans in two rooms if tails. However, this time, all the people are not indistinguishable from each other. Specifically, on heads, God planned to create one person in a red jacket. On tails, God planned to create one person in a red jacket and one in a black jacket. You notice you’re wearing a red jacket. Which way did the coin land?

[image: ]

Heads = 1 human in red jacket; Tails = 1 human in red jacket, 1 human in black jacket.

Under SIA, you should think about how many people like you (that is, people in a red jacket) exist in each world. In heads-world, there is one person like you, and in tails-world, there is also one person like you. Both worlds are equally likely, so the chance that the coin came up heads or tails is ½.

Under SSA, you should think about what proportion of people in each world are like you. In heads-world, 100% of people are like you, and in tails-world, 50% of people are like you. So heads is twice as likely as tails. The chance that the coin came up heads is ⅔ and the chance the coin came up tails is ⅓.


	* *



Bostrom abdicates the duty to come up with a cute/cringy mnemonic device to distinguish SIA from SSA, which I would have thought would be the best part of coming up with similarly-named theories. I’ll fill in for him with my best attempt.

SIA sounds like the singer Sia, who according to her songs seems to enjoy partying pretty indiscriminatorily. The more people you get dancing in a room, the more likely it is that one of them will be Sia, swinging from chandeliers, enjoying cheap thrills, shining bright like a diamond, etc. etc. Similarly, under SIA, the more people like you a world has, the more likely one of them is to be you.

SSA shares initials with the Social Security Administration, the US government agency tasked with distributing retirement benefits. The Social Security Administration cares a lot about which reference class you belong to. Are you 67 years old? Did you work for ten years? Did you pay taxes? Similarly, under SSA, you need to care about your reference class. You should decide what your reference class is, and then calculate what proportion of that reference class is like you.

Both SIA and SSA have flaws. SIA becomes way too confident that there are LOTS of people in the universe, while SSA gives wildly different probabilities when different reference classes are chosen. The next two examples will illustrate their respective flaws.

V.

Bostrom’s knockdown thought experiment to discredit SIA is called The Presumptuous Philosopher. In the year 2100, physicists have narrowed down all possible theories about the universe to two candidates. Under the Small Theory, the universe has a trillion trillion beings. Under the Big Theory, the universe has a trillion trillion trillion beings. Based on experimental evidence, the physicists think both theories are equally likely to be true. A presumptuous philosopher walks into their office and says, “You all can stop working now; I’ve solved it. Under SIA, the Big Theory is a trillion times more likely to be true.” After all, the Big Theory has a trillion times more beings, so the philosopher and the physicists are way more likely to exist under the Big Theory.

The presumptuous philosopher’s math checks out under SIA, but his conclusion still sounds nonsensical. There’s no way he should be this confident that the Big Theory is true! In contrast, under SSA, both the Small Theory and the Big Theory are equally likely.

VI.

Bostrom prefers SSA, but acknowledges that selecting the reference class is a subjective endeavor. A common criticism of SSA is that this process is too subjective. It allows people to select whatever reference class will give the best answer. Bostrom says that people should select a non-arbitrary reference class, but that doesn’t seem like a strong enough criteria to prevent reference class abuse. I trust Bostrom to come up with good reference classes, but others could use reference classes for more nefarious purposes.

Consider our coin toss experiment again. You wake up. God planned to create one human in one room if heads. However, if tails, God planned to create a whole menagerie: one human, one chimpanzee, one dolphin, and one newborn infant. Which way did the coin land?
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Heads = 1 human; Tails = 1 human and a zoo.

Under SSA, in heads-world, 100% of the observers are like you. Tails-world is more tricky. Bostrom tells us to pick a non-arbitrary class of observers, but who counts as an observer? A dolphin is fairly intelligent, so maybe it should be included? A chimpanzee is not as intelligent, but is genetically pretty close to a human, so maybe it should be included? A newborn infant is human, but needs to grow up more before it can observe anything, so maybe it should be excluded? God is technically an observer who exists in this world; should God be included in the reference class? Depending on your answers, the proportion of observers who are like you in the tails-world can range from 20% to 100%. This, in turn, will change your likelihood that the coin came up heads.

(Technically, Bostrom prefers a variation of SSA called Strong Self-Sampling Assumption (SSSA). In this variation, your reference class is made up of “observer-moments,” which are observers at different points in time. SSSA avoids some paradoxes that SSA creates, but still has the problem that defining the right reference class is tricky.)

Doom Soon?

I.

Anthropic bias can help us reason about a fine tuned universe. As I mentioned above, a fine tuned universe cries out for explanation. These explanations fall into two broad hypotheses.

Hypothesis one: This universe is one of many. There are many universes, all with their free parameters set to different values. In 49% of them, the early expansion speed of the universe was too fast to permit life; in another 49% of them, the early expansion speed of the universe was too slow to permit life. In a mere 2% of them, the early expansion speed of the universe was just right, goldilocks-style. (All numbers are made-up.) Same for every other free parameter.

This is easier to see with an analogy. Say a friend comes up to you and says, “I bought a Magic card pack today, and guess what? I found the Black Lotus inside it!” The Black Lotus is a super-duper rare card. Is it more likely that this is the only card pack your friend has bought in his life, or that he has bought more than one card pack? The latter is obviously more likely. Your friend would have to be absurdly lucky to find a rare card in the first pack he ever bought.

Similarly, we would have to be absurdly lucky to find ourselves in a rare universe capable of supporting life if there was only ever one universe in existence.

Hypothesis two: There is only one universe. Maybe our theory of physics is wrong and there are no free parameters, so no other universes could possibly have existed. Or, maybe God created this universe to be hospitable to life.

Anthropic bias doesn’t require you to believe in the multiverse theory over the single-verse theory or vice versa. Rather, you should set your priors to predict you live in one or the other, and then use anthropic bias theory to update and adjust your prediction. If you like Doctor Strange, you might set your prior to 99% multiverse, whereas if you like certain flavors of string theory that have no free parameters, you might set your prior to 99% single-verse. These priors might seem wooly and not based on hard data and unfalsifiable, but we’re just getting started and it gets much worse!

Then, you need to decide whether you’re going to use SIA or SSA to account for anthropic bias. Bostrom prefers SSA, but they both have their problems. (There are other theories too, but Bostrom doesn’t discuss them so I don’t know them.)

Under SSA, you should update towards believing in a hypothesis where a greater proportion of people are like you. However, in this situation, we don’t know what proportion of all intelligent life is “like us” in the multiverse vs the single-verse. If we assume that the proportions are identical in both cases, then we should use SIA as the tiebreaker. However, if the proportions are different, then we should select the hypothesis where more of the intelligent beings are like us.

Under SIA, you should update towards the hypothesis that results in more people like you. A multiverse is almost guaranteed to have more people like you than a single-verse, so SIA dictates you should revise upwards your credence in the multiverse.

All of this seems very wooly. I feel weird making up numbers for (i) how much alien life a multiverse would hold, (ii) how similar this alien life is to me, and (iii) how many people “like me” exist in the universe. I trust smart philosophers to come up with sensible numbers here, but these theories give me way too much rope to hang myself with.

II.

In addition to fine tuning, the other big problem anthropic bias can help us reason about is the doomsday argument.

The doomsday argument goes like this: let’s say each human gets assigned a serial number corresponding to their birth rank. Adam was #1, Eve was #2, and so on. I am roughly #60 billion. Assuming that my birth rank is random, it is 95% likely that I am within the last 95% of humans to ever be born. Therefore, the first 5% of humans numbered roughly 60 billion. If 5% of humans are 60 billion, then 100% of humans are 1.2 trillion. So, we can conclude that it is 95% likely that no more than 1.2 trillion humans will ever live.

This is a really scary conclusion for a very simple argument!

The argument seems so simple that a lot of people assume it is somehow wrong or incomplete. Bostrom devotes a whole chapter to explaining why this argument deserves to be taken seriously. You might be coming with objections like “Isn’t a sample size of one too small?” or “Couldn’t a Cro-Magnon man have used the Doomsday argument?” or “But we know so much more about ourselves than our birth ranks!” Bostrom addresses all of these and more. (In short, respectively: a small sample is sufficient to prove/disprove certain hypotheses to a high degree of certainty; the doomsday argument’s conclusion is only 95% likely and the Cro-Magnon would have been in one of the 5% of cases when the conclusion is incorrect; the extra information we know about ourselves doesn’t change the information the doomsday argument takes into account.)

I think an analogy helps here. Consider the German Tanks problem. During World War II, each German Tank had a serial number. Allied forces took note of the serial numbers of tanks they destroyed or captured. Statisticians were able to use these serial numbers to calculate how many tanks Germans were manufacturing. Impressively, statisticians came closer to guessing the correct number of tanks than spies who were gathering intelligence about tank manufacturing. To get some intuition here, imagine that the Allied forces found tanks numbered 9, 61, 185, 186, and 231. Guessing that the Germans manufactured 250 tanks will bring you closer to the correct answer than guessing 1,500.

This is similar to the doomsday argument, but with tanks instead of people. In the doomsday argument, instead of finding tanks with serial numbers 9, 61, 185, 186, and 231, you find yourself with birth rank #60 billion. Given this, if you want to estimate the total number of humans that will live, you’ll be closer to the correct number if you guess 1 trillion than 1,000 trillion.

Fortunately, not all is lost. Anthropic reasoning can help disarm the doomsday argument.

First, consider SIA, which offers the more elegant solution. Under SIA, you are more likely to exist in worlds with more people like you. Putting numbers to it, you are more likely to exist in worlds with 1.2 trillion possible humans than 10 possible humans. However, you are also more likely to exist in worlds with 12 trillion possible humans than 1.2 trillion possible humans. And you are also more likely to exist in worlds with 120 trillion humans than 12 trillion humans. The bigger the number, the more SIA likes your chances. SIA completely counteracts the doomsday argument, and I think this is the biggest advantage of using SIA over SSA.

However, SSA does offer its own counterargument. Under SSA, you are more likely to exist in worlds with a greater proportion of people like you. The doomsday argument assumes the reference class is “humans” and then attempts to calculate the total number of humans. However, that is not the only possible reference class, and Bostrom argues that it is a poorly-chosen, “not scientifically rigorous” reference class.

For example, we could assume the reference class is “all intelligent beings.” Doing the doomsday calculations again, let’s assume AD-01 of planet Zalrog was #1, EV-01 of planet Zalrog was #2, and so on. I am roughly #600 gazillion. Assuming that I am within the first 5% of intelligent beings to ever be born, it is 95% likely that no more than 12 thousand gazillion intelligent beings will ever live.

You could also come up with more exotic reference classes. For example, you could assume that future humans will be part-cyborg, and so different from us that they are not part of our reference class at all. Maybe there will truly be only 1.2 trillion humans as the doomsday argument predicts, followed by a thousand gazillion cyborgs.

Changing the reference classes like this seems very arbitrary, but this is Bostrom’s best argument against doomsday. In light of this, I can see why people prefer SIA. SIA has its own problems, but at least its problems are simple. SIA just wants there to be a lot of people in the world. SSA wants you to dive into Ship of Theseus like paradoxes about how many parts a human must replace with machines to belong to a different reference class.

III.

I read somewhere, I can’t remember where, about a family with a recipe for grass soup. They had this recipe so that, if civilization ever collapsed and they were reduced to eating grass, they could at least make it taste good. The family did not prepare for civilization collapse in any other way. They just had this recipe for grass soup.

My opinions on anthropic bias are similar to my opinions on grass soup. It is better to have a recipe for grass soup than to not have a recipe for grass soup, but ideally I’d want a lot more than just that in case of civilization collapse. Similarly, it is better to know about SIA and SSA than to not know about them, but ideally I’d want to have a lot more data before I start forming confident beliefs about whether we are in a multiverse and how many humans will ever live.

This is not a universal rule. I trust some other people to use anthropic reasoning well. In the right hands, used by people with good judgment who have reasonable priors, anthropic bias could lead them closer to the truth. It’s just that… I’m not in that reference class (bah dum tsh).






At the Existentialist Café by Sarah Bakewell

SARAH BAKEWELL, AT THE EXISTENTIALIST CAFÉ: FREEDOM, BEING AND APRICOT COCKTAILS, CHATTO AND WINDUS, 2017.

When I was a lot younger, I used to swallow pretty much every book I came across whole, without thinking very much about it. I was a quick and undiscriminating reader, and a lot of what I read, looking back on it, was probably rubbish. But it didn’t matter, because life was long, and there was plenty of time for correcting reading selection malfunctions later.

Much older now, I have acquired the habit of circling around books before I read them, hesitating before buying them, and then hesitating to start them. As you get older, reading a book properly is an investment of time which it becomes more and more obvious you will never get back.

So it was with Sarah Bakewell’s_At the Existentialist Café_. It went onto my “possible” list when it first came out in 2017 to ecstatic reviews, The paperback version appeared the next year. And then, quite unexpectedly, I came across a French translation in a bookshop in Paris. Translations from the English are common enough in France, but translations of English-language books about France are much, much rarer. So when I was sent some Amazon vouchers for my birthday, I looked through my Wanted list and added Bakewell’s book to it.

When it arrived and I took it out of the packet, I thought, oh Lord,  I’ve made a mistake again. From the cringe-inducing subtitle to the twee drawing of Sartre, de Beauvoir and someone else  (Camus? Merleau-Ponty? Aron?), looking warily at the aforesaid cocktails in an idealised Parisian café, it all seemed to confirm that I’d made another purchasing decision error. This was going to be a gossipy account of the glamorous lives and loves of romantic French intellectuals with strange names and difficult ideas, set among the jazz, the politics and the intellectual controversies of Paris after the War.

It took me some months to actually get around to reading the book.  When I did so, I realised  that my doubts about it were partially justified. It_was_ a gossipy account of the glamorous etc … among other things.  But the book was more than just a gossipy account, even if not nearly as much as it should have been. And the rest of this review is intended to enlarge on that rather gnomic judgement. We’ll start with what the book covers, then move onto what it says well and and should perhaps have said better, then to bits that could have been left out, and finish with what it doesn’t say at all, but perhaps should have. The last is actually indispensable for understanding the most influential philosophical movement of the twentieth century, and it’s a pity it hardly figures in the book at all. And after that,  I'll try to explain why the issues the book raises are actually very significant for our time: probably more than the author herself realises. So let’s start, very briefly, with the story the book tells, and then we’ll look at how it tells it.

II

By the beginning of the twentieth century, it was clear that western philosophy had run into a dead end. Philosophers spent their entire careers writing footnotes to Kant and Hegel, producing yet more readings of Plato, and debating issues of ethics and epistemology to which definitive, or even useful, answers were impossible, even in principle. There were some interesting mavericks like Nietzsche and Kierkegaard (who both had some influence on the early development of Existentialism) but they were well outside the mainstream. It was not unfair to see philosophy in those days as a kind of glorified, sophisticated discussion club, with nothing at all to say about issues that arose in real life. Now, at its best, philosophical writing had always been able to provoke and stimulate: Leibniz’s question “Why does something exist, rather than nothing?” resonates down the centuries with the force of a Zen_koan_. But by then, it had become incapable of providing any practical guidance on how to live: philosophy had gone a long way off course since Aristotle, or even Montaigne. There were two broad reactions to this parlous situation, one of which the book doesn’t mention, the other to which it is almost entirely devoted.

So in the interests of inclusivity, let’s just say that the first is generally called Logical Positivism, and it held that the only valid knowledge is that which can be empirically demonstrated. Traditional metaphysical debates were not so much wrong, therefore, as meaningless, and personal experience was irrelevant. The only real philosophical questions were those of the analysis of language. Logical Positivism was, as you might expect, especially popular among scientists and mathematicians, some of whom clearly saw it as a way of putting philosophy on the same footing as physics. The tradition flourished in Vienna and in Cambridge in England, and its best-known (if not necessarily most typical) exponent was Ludwig Wittgenstein, who spent time in both cities. The_Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,_ published in 1922, exploded a bomb under conventional philosophy, and the pieces are still coming down. Even if, like me, you’re neither a philosopher or a mathematician, it’s still an intoxicating read, with its famous conclusion that there are just some things that we can’t talk about in words, so we would do well to keep quiet about them.

Wittgenstein was a mystic, but for a lot of people, and for all its elegance and rigour, Logical Positivism was of little interest, because they wanted something that would actually be useful to them in the world. Which brings us to the first of the figures described in the book, Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). Husserl, though trained as a scientist, took off in completely the opposite direction. “Phenomenology” as he christened his philosophy, was interested in what we actually experienced in the world, and what we could say about it. Rather than debating what the Platonic Form of a coffee-cup would look like, he said, look, here is an_actual_ cup of coffee. What can I say about it? How do I perceive it? Human reactions, including our emotions, beliefs, and a sense of beauty and wonder, become viable subjects for philosophical study, thus starting to reconnect philosophy with real life after a separation of some centuries. So “things” matter: indeed, said Husserl, a mind that isn’t imagining “something” isn’t a mind at all.

If Husserl tends to be the province of specialists today, almost everybody has heard of his most famous pupil, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), if only for the wrong reasons. His masterpiece,Being and Time (1927), in spite of being extremely difficult, dense and often obscure, with its newly minted philosophical vocabulary, is one of the most influential works of philosophy of modern times. It didn’t hurt that Heidegger was a brilliant and inspiring lecturer. For our purposes, it’s enough here to say that Heidegger was obsessed with the question of what “being” is, and he argued that our “being” as an individual, is dependent on our relationship with other things, what he called “being in the world.” Yet this contribution is overshadowed, in this book as in real life, by one single act of Heidegger “in the world”: he joined the Nazi party in 1933, as a requirement for the post of Rector of Freiburg University. Even though he resigned from the Party not long afterwards, his pro-Nazi sympathies had been evident before, and he doesn’t seem to have lost them entirely, or at least for some years. So ever since, Heidegger has been less well known for his philosophy than for raising the question of how someone so intellectually distinguished could have been taken in by Hitler (I suggest an answer a little later).

By now, we can see some of the bits of Existentialism beginning to assemble themselves. But it was left to Sartre to bring the mixture together. He was in Paris at the end of 1932 with Simone de Beauvoir, whom he had known since University, and their friend Raymond Aron. According to de Beauvoir, on whose autobiography much of this book is based, they were drinking apricot cocktails, and Aron was telling the others about this exciting new subject Phenomenology, and the work of Husserl. Immediately enthralled, Sartre leapt up (it’s not clear whether he finished his cocktail) and ran to the nearest bookshop in search of a book which would explain this wonderful new idea. However that may be, it is true that Sartre subsequently managed to take time away from his uninspiring teaching post, and went to Berlin in 1933 to study Husserl and Phenomenology (although he never actually met the former, and significantly modified the latter). He brought back with him his own developing cocktail of ideas: Phenomenology mixed with Kierkegaard and even a bit of Hegel, and with a strong French flavouring. First in a novel (Nausea, 1938) then in an intimidating philosophical tome written during the German occupation (Being and Nothingness,1943), then in a much more approachable essay, originally a lecture, delivered after the Liberation (_Existentialism is a Humanism,_1945), and thereafter in a torrent of studies, articles, novels and plays he produced almost until his death, he developed, refined and sometimes reversed his ideas.

There’s an awful lot in_Being and Nothingness_, but for our purposes we can see it as an extended meditation on human freedom: not idealistic or utopian or normative, but rather practical, and even brutal. We can start with consciousness, which consists of our personality traits, memories, aspirations and resentments. But none of this, says Sartre, defines me. Only I can do that, and I am free to do so. Indeed, unless I decide what I shall be, I am effectively nothing. I exist, but I have no essence until I make choices. Even refusing to choose is, in fact, a choice. The world does not intrinsically make sense and we should stop demanding that it does so. Things are as they are. Now of course, he adds, we don’t like this radical idea of freedom, so we invent external constraints as a way of rationalising our fear. We say, “I must get up” when the alarm rings, but actually that’s only because we have decided to do so. We say, “I have an appointment with X”, whereas in theory we could not go. It’s not that Sartre is advocating a life of nihilistic random behaviour; rather that he wants us to understand that we are not passive creations of our race, class, education, family, past experiences or anything else. These factors exist and may be very powerful, but they do not totally control us unless we let them. To claim otherwise (“I had to”) is to act in what Sartre calls “bad faith.” Above all, we should clearly recognise what we can and cannot control, and not make excuses. Nor should we search for other people or outside forces to demonise, so that we can use them to justify not exercising the freedom we do have. This freedom, to be sure, may be extremely limited. I may be a resistance fighter sentenced to death, but I can determine how I face my death. Nothing and nobody can take that away from me. Sartre recognised that this rather brutal, unsentimental idea of freedom could be a burden and a source of fear as much as a means of liberation. Thus, in his famous words, we are “condemned to be free,” whether we like it or not, and we are thus responsible for our choices and actions.

To a greater extent than with most philosophers, Sartre’s life was a reflection of his beliefs. For the last forty years of his life he had no teaching job or other paid position, and systematically refused honours, awards and prizes (including the Nobel Prize, which many thought he deserved). Sometimes short of money, he virtually never wrote just to earn it.

This was intoxicating stuff, and, for a while, everyone was an existentialist, or wanted to be. As Bakewell quite correctly says, existentialism was a way of life as much as anything else, and for the young, recently liberated from the grey Vichy years, it principally meant staying up late dancing, and drinking in cafés on the Left Bank, while simultaneously annoying not only their parents, but the two major intellectual forces in French life at the time: the Catholic Church and the Communist Party. But things changed. As the Cold War developed at the end of the 1940s, new choices had to be made. France was riven by strikes, demonstrations, street violence and fears of a coup d’état from Left or Right. Another war in Europe seemed likely, if not certain, and this time the weapons would be nuclear. Some, like Camus, tried to avoid taking sides. For Sartre and de Beauvoir, as for many others, a choice had to be made, and they supported the Soviet Union. They continued to do so, with ups and downs, stops and starts, until the end. They also threw themselves into the anti-colonial struggle, and Sartre, in particular, wrote fervently and violently in favour of the independence of Algeria, then legally part of France.  For them, a new type of existentialism was needed that took account of collective struggles and political organisation.

In popular intellectual culture, the fifties and sixties were the years of the dominance of existentialism and the moody, romantic and slightly agonised culture that went with it: an existentialist was a young woman with long dark hair sitting in a café in St Germain des Prés, reading the latest issue of Sartre and de Beauvoir’s journal_Les temps modernes_ before going off to take part in a demonstration. And she probably had copy of de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex in her bag. (When I was an impressionable schoolboy learning French in the sixties, this was very much the dominant image of France.) Existentialism conquered the Anglo-Saxon world, and existentialist writers like Colin Wilson became explosively, if briefly, popular. It influenced The Catcher in the Rye and the Beats, and films like The Wild One.

But already things were changing. Camus and Merleau-Ponty  both died at the beginning of the sixties. The “events” of 1968 probably owed more to Marcuse than to Sartre, although the students in Paris still cheered him when he spoke to them. Already, new names were arriving with very different ideas: Barthes, Derrida, Lacan, later Foucault ….By the seventies, Sartre’s health was in decline. He and de Beauvoir had always consumed rock-star level quantities of alcohol and medicinal (and other) drugs, and Sartre was almost blind at the end. He died in 1980, already a little dépassé, as the French say. De Beauvoir, three years his junior and still well-known, followed him in 1986. And that was pretty much it. Sartre’s novels are still in print, and his plays are occasionally performed, but his politics are an embarrassment now, and hardly anyone takes an interest in Existentialism.

And yet, and yet. When Sartre died, fifty thousand people turned out for his funeral. The square in front of the Church of St-Germain-des-Prés, where Chinese tourists photograph each other on the terraces where the existentialists used to gather, was renamed the_Place Sartre-Beauvoir_ after the latter’s death, perhaps in a quixotic attempt to retain at least a distant echo of the once-vibrant cultural life of what used to be the intellectual centre of Paris, and therefore, some would say, the world.

III

So that, briefly, is the story behind the book, and that the book tries to recount. How does it do? Let’s look at the positive side first.

To begin with, the author not only understands philosophy, but is able to explain it clearly and straightforwardly. Anyone who can make Heidegger sound coherent, and even make you want to read him, frankly deserves a small medal. Likewise, the development of Existentialism, its influences, its disputes, some of its consequences, and the complex interrelationship between its main figures, are all well recounted and logically connected. Likewise, there is coverage not only of the giants, but also secondary (but still significant) figures like Karl Jaspers, Emmanuel Levinas and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In other words, if you are looking for a relatively short, approachable, and easily digested history of Existentialism, with excursions into the wild and wacky lives of some of its stars, then this is the book for you.

But you get other things too, and here we’re into questions of personal taste. One is the strong presence of the author herself: in (small) part, this is a book about her discovery of Existentialism, and her reaction to it. Personally, I could have done without that, for all that it typifies an increasingly popular mode of writing.  More importantly, much of the book is devoted to the lives of the philosophers themselves—again an increasing tendency in books about the subject.

In practice, of course, it’s seldom possible, or even desirable, to completely separate the life of an intellectual figure from their work. Writing about the life of Voltaire, or Nietzsche, or Orwell, or Hemingway, without recounting their life in detail would be pointless. But not all philosophers fall into that category. Everything we know for sure about the life of Aristotle would fit into a couple of paragraphs, but it’s doubtful whether we would be much the wiser about his philosophy if a few more turned up. It’s essentially a question of degree.

In some cases, the book’s emphasis on “lives” as well as “works” is justified: in the case of the First Couple of Existentialism, for example. Sartre put an awful lot of himself and his life into his philosophical novels, and even his treatises. In_Nausea_, the town of Bouville (“Mudville”) is the Le Havre to which Sartre was exiled as a teacher, and the ideas and imagery in the book (and later in Being and Nothingness) owe a lot to his childhood fantasies and nightmares. And he was open about the fact that the angry and violent tone of his anti-colonial writings had its origin in painful memories of being bullied at school. In de Beauvoir’s case, her strident opposition to marriage and having children, her multiple affairs and dalliance with lesbianism, which so horrified her critics and delighted her early readers, can be traced directly to her rigid upbringing by an ultra-conservative mother (her father was much more easy-going), and her desire to avoid, at all costs, perpetuating for another generation what she called the “catastrophe” of mother-daughter relations. Indeed, as the book rather suggests, her life and work was primarily an unending delayed rebellion against her mother,

It’s also true that the two of them led lives, both independently and together, which are objectively interesting and worth writing about, the more so since Existentialism is famously “a way of life” as much as a philosophy. Companions for fifty years, they never lived together but met every day they were in Paris to work, and to read and criticise each other's texts. Both were highly promiscuous, and indeed for interested readers, the more famous lovers are listed in the book. It used to be thought, following the genre stereotypes of the time, that it was Sartre who imposed this curious relationship on his partner, but de Beauvoir’s own memoirs show that she was at least as enthusiastic a bed-hopper as he was. Sartre had been the only child of a widowed mother, adored and flattered in his youth: he found seduction just as easy when he got older, in spite of an appearance which was universally compared to that of a frog. But, Reader, it does seem that they loved each other. They were faithful in their own way, wrote long letters to each other when separated, and were probably each other’s best friends. Seeing the dazed, numb mask of grief on de Beauvoir’s face at Sartre’s funeral (mentioned in the book) it’s not hard to speculate that they could actually have been a stable couple, if philosophy and their own complicated childhoods hadn't got in the way.

Which is fine as far as it goes, but not all existentialists had lives as interesting as that. There are all too many descriptions in the book of Heidegger and Husserl communing with nature in the woods and Merleau-Ponty dancing to jazz music in Montparnasse. Here, the practice  of writing about philosophical movements through the lives of their members gets in the way. It produces a slightly uncomfortable mixture—cocktail, if you like—of quite serious discussions of the ideas themselves and their origins in the turbulent Europe of the time on one hand, with extended human interest stories on the other. Thus, the story of the smuggling of Husserl’s manuscripts out of Germany gets more space than the entire Second World War. The proportions, in other words, are all wrong. I did wonder whether the inclusion of so many of these stories, like the twee subtitle and the jokey descriptions of the contents of each chapter, weren’t added by a nervous editor, unsure that the public would pay for a book with a more serious tone.

But the fact is, that you can’t discuss Existentialism without discussing the grimmer side of the period when it flourished: it’s not all apricot cocktails. And it’s here, I think, that the book falls down, because its treatment of the history and politics is cursory at best (the fall of France in 1940 gets a paragraph) and is generally taken from memoirs and literary secondary sources. Yet not only is the history and politics of the time essential for understanding Existentialism, but the reasons why it disappeared as a popular cultural force have a lot to tell us about the troubled nature of politics and society today.  So let’s have a go, very briefly, at filling in the gaps.

III

The rise and flourishing of Existentialism (roughly from 1920-1950) took place during probably the most turbulent, frightening and disorienting period of modern European history. And that’s saying something.

There’s a tendency sometimes to treat the 1920s and 1930s as the boring bit, the interval between the rounds when the contestants retired to their corners, or the pause while they went into training for the next match. And it’s true that, throughout that period, and just as much among ordinary people as among the elites, there was a sour, depressive, doom-laden sense that another war and even worse things were coming in the immediate future.

It’s not hard to see why. The First World War was one of those events in history that destroyed, without creating anything new of value. Three Empires fell overnight (the Hapsburg, the Romanov and the Ottoman) and quite suddenly tens of millions of people found themselves living in new nation-states designed at Versailles. The ostensible victors, Britain and France, were exhausted and bankrupt, and their leaders, who knew their Classics, must have reflected with Pyrrhus that another victory like that and they were done for. The War had, famously, solved nothing: Germany had been defeated and humiliated, but its industry was intact and its population and its industrial potential meant that one day it would want its revenge. For most thinking people in the inter-war years, it wasn’t a question of whether, but when.

Not that Germany was the only problem. The end of the War in November 1918 proved to be just the beginning of more violence. At that stage the Russian Civil War had already been in progress for a year: it would continue until 1921, drawing in some twenty other nations. Russian troops nearly took Warsaw. Other countries saw failed Communist revolutions, some were quickly taken over by autocracies of the extreme Right. Few of the newly created nations were stable, or even logical. Poland had been reassembled from bits of Germany and Russia. Protestant Czechs and Catholic Slovaks found themselves bundled into a new nation with an irritable German-speaking minority, whose home, the Sudetenland, had been welded on to the new country to give it more defensible borders. Wars, revolutions, coup d’états and dictatorships followed everywhere.

The biggest problem was one of identity: of existence itself. Suddenly the question was,Who am I? From being the capital of a huge Empire, Vienna became a provincial afterthought in a tiny new country. Citizens of that Empire suddenly found themselves Czechs, Poles, Rumanians and Italians, sometimes minorities within minorities within minorities. Borders moved in all directions with little apparent logic and at great speed.

Similarly with ideas. Organised religion had taken a terrible beating as a result of the war; new ideas, in politics, in ethics, in culture, even in fashion, were coming from all directions. The Left had split irreconcilably into a reformist (Socialist) wing and a revolutionary (Communist) one. In some countries, traditionalist conservative elites based on Church, Family and Army took power, but in others new, radical mass parties of the Right, with paramilitary wings, were becoming increasingly powerful.

How, in all of this, to define yourself and your beliefs? We can see in the literature and politics of the time the need to identify with something, to make a commitment of some kind, to make a choice and stick to it. Many joined the Catholic Church, many others the Communist Party. Perhaps Sartre would have said they did this in bad faith, but at the time it was understandable: after all, it was obvious to everyone that the Big One was coming. This was even truer after the rise of the Nazis, and for many thoughtful people the issue was then clear. Democracy was too feeble to survive, and the future necessarily belonged either to Communism or Fascism. Everybody had to choose between those two options, each far from perfect, and everybody was responsible for their choices. The Spanish Civil War (1936-39) was the emblematic moment: you had to be for or against the Republic or Franco, there were no half-measures. And if you backed the Republic (as George Orwell and Ernest Hemingway did) you could not avoid ultimately aligning yourself with Stalin. If you opposed the Republic, you couldn’t help, in effect, aligning yourself with Hitler.

But of course worse was to come, and the long-dreaded Second World War eventually broke out, even as the last Republican prisoners were being executed in Spain.  For the French, whose geographical situation meant that they could only wait for the inevitable attack, it was like being in a dentist's surgery waiting for the drill. But when it came, as we’ll see in a second, it was still an existential shock. And as the Nazis took over most of the rest of Europe, political and social systems fragmented, ethnic and political groups allied with the Nazis out of convenience, resistance groups fought each other as well as the Germans, and were backed by different outside powers. Even the defeat of Germany in 1945 was the signal for new and violent struggles throughout central and eastern Europe, culminating in large-scale massacres, massive population movements, wholesale changes of frontiers  and widespread ethnic cleansing. An actual civil war broke out in Greece.

Throughout this long period of anticipation of the worst, followed by the reality of the even worse, what comfort could philosophy bring? Seminars on the theory of Platonic Ideas, the careful mathematical dissection of language, or the obsessive scab-picking of the Frankfurt School arguing about why the western European working classes hadn’t revolted in 1918, all just seemed beside the point. To the question:How should I live? Communism and Catholicism supplied answers for some, but many were unconvinced. .

IV

It’s against this background that we have to consider the rise of existentialism in Germany, and in particular Heidegger’s controversial involvement with the Nazis. Whole books have been written about that: I just want to comment on one point, which is not covered in Bakewell’s book. The prevailing mood of numb fatalism I mentioned earlier, with its ineffectual political gestures and desperate attempts to delay the inevitable, also produced a popular desire for strong, determined leadership that would stop the drift and actually get something done. When economic collapse was added to the endless political logjam, voices started to be raised calling for someone, anyone, to just get their sleeves rolled up and_do something_. The idea of dictatorship or authoritarian rule suddenly didn’t seem so unacceptable when you looked at the actually existing alternatives.

It was particularly true in Germany. 1918 was probably the “strangest defeat” that any country has ever suffered. Unconditional surrender without a single enemy soldier on your territory, the Kaiser’s abdication to avoid taking responsibility for the defeat, the hasty establishment of a Republic, whose leaders were presented with an imposed peace treaty by the victorious powers: altogether, not an auspicious birth for a new political system. Conspiracy theorists aside (and they were numerous) large numbers of Germans, overcome by shock and disbelief,  felt estranged from the new Republic from the beginning.

Then things got worse. Just as the new Republic was finally starting to bed itself in, the financial crisis arrived from across the Atlantic. Particularly exposed by the need to pay enormous reparations, the German economy essentially died.  Six million people were unemployed, as the poor starved in the streets. Germany became a frightening place to live, as Communists and extreme nationalists fought running battles in the streets. And the government did … essentially nothing. It wasn’t easy to form a government anyway. The Social Democrats were always the largest party, but never a majority. To keep the powerful Communist Party out, they had to find coalition partners in parties of the Centre and Right with whom they had fundamental differences. In 1930, the system broke down completely, and President Hindenburg appointed a minority right-wing government to rule by decree. Their only policy for reducing unemployment was to cut wages. The Republic was effectively dead. No wonder people looked around for alternatives.

And there was one. The previously-obscure Nazi Party, barely represented in Parliament before, won a stunning 18% of the vote in the 1930 elections. This increased to 38% in July 1932, though after that the Nazis were in decline, and their vote fell quite noticeably in the last democratic election in November of that year. So why did this happen?

The first thing to bear in mind is that all of the alternatives were either played out (like the Social Democrats) or unacceptable to some (like the increasingly powerful Communists). Indeed, if you total the votes of the Nazis, the Communists and various other small parties, some 60% of Germans voted explicitly against the Republic in 1932, in one way or another. But the vote for the Nazis themselves was a protest vote, clearly transient, and under normal circumstances the party (which was effectively bankrupt) would have disappeared from the political scene quite quickly. This makes a lot of the complicated and agonised hand-wringing about authoritarian personality traits beside the point. A minority of Germans, terminally exasperated with the system, voted disastrously against the status quo, and for something new and different. The Nazis, never strong on coherent ideology, had a party programme unchanged  since 1920, and their campaigns were long on rhetoric and atmosphere but short on policies.

Most people had little idea exactly what they were voting for.

Which brings us back to Heidegger. As I’ve said, the longing throughout the western world was for someone, or several someones, who would just get up and_do something_. The Nazis projected that image. First, they had youth. Hitler was not yet 45, Goering barely 40. There was an unavoidable and painful contrast with the geriatric top-hatted politicians who governed the country. Most of them had fought in the War (Goering had been a fighter pilot). They espoused modernism and technology: the motor car, the radio and the aeroplane were used as powerful symbols of the transformation that Germany needed. Democracy had failed, they said, and more modern political ideas needed to take over. Even their ideology of racial struggle seemed to be based firmly on the latest discoveries in biology. Above all, they promised action. End unemployment by putting people to work, revoke the Versailles Treaty by being strong, recover the lost territories by force if necessary. These were objectives most of the population could go along with; the difference was that the Nazis promised to actually do something. Scenting a chance to put together a stable parliamentary majority, the right-wing parties offered the Nazis a couple of seats in the Cabinet. The rest is the history of the later twentieth century.

Now it’s important not to make facile comparisons between Nazism (and fascism more generally) and existentialism. Rather, the two were different responses to the confusion and fear of the inter-war period. Heidegger, with his interest in being, and self-definition through action, evidently recognised something in the Nazi rhetoric, at least, that resonated with him. This

is why perhaps, as Bakewell recounts, he refused to make a token grovelling apology for being a sympathiser and (briefly) a party member. The fact is that, like a lot of others, he had been seduced by the can-do approach of the Nazis, and their initial, if qualified, success in putting their ideas into action.

Moreover, like everybody else, he had to choose. We are so inured to the appalling, gigantic shadow that the Third Reich has cast, backwards as well as forwards, that we smugly assume that everyone in 1932 was gifted with perfect foresight, and retrospectively morally guilty if they didn’t resist or emigrate. (Indeed, sitting in moral judgement on this and other episodes in the past has become an art form in recent years.) In the confusion and fear of Germany in 1933, though, it was not clear what the alternative to Hitler actually was. Most probably, it would have been continued political blockage, increasing political violence and the possibility of Communist risings, leading to some kind of an authoritarian military dictatorship, like Franco’s Spain. The Nazis promised, and largely delivered, stability, even at the point of a gun. But those who disappeared into the newly-opened concentration camps were marginals: communists, socialists, trades union leaders, as well as homosexuals and “degenerate” artists. Jews were excluded from a number of professions, and there was talk of expelling them from the country. All this worried many: it just seemed less bad than any likely alternative.

As it happened, Sartre was in Berlin during this period, though he doesn’t seem to have taken much interest in politics. Indeed, his published work before the War was essentially concerned with philosophy: his first novel_Nausea_ published in 1938 was effectively a fictional treatment of the ideas of Husserl. Even after the defeat and the occupation, Sartre’s political role was limited. He dabbled a little in the (exceptionally dangerous) business of resistance publications, but mostly kept his head down, as did most French people. To understand why, and to then understand why a different spirit arose, we need to go into a little history, and look at the catastrophic, almost catatonic, shock produced in France by the defeat of 1940.

Everyone had expected a long, grim struggle like 1914, beginning with a German invasion. There were only three possible routes. The most direct, straight across the frontier, was effectively ruled out by the Maginot Line, and indeed the Germans never seriously considered invading that way. This allowed the French to move most of their forces further west. That left the Germans with two options—through the Ardennes, with its forests, hills, valleys and rivers, or across the plains of Flanders. The second was easier, but longer, and involved going through Belgium and the Netherlands too. In practice, they would have to do both: the question was, which was the main effort and which was the diversion? You only have to see the Ardennes to realise what a nightmare a military advance must have been. So the French (and British) deduced that the main German attack would come through Belgium, and indeed this was the original German plan. But not long before the attack the Germans changed their plan, risking everything on a main effort through the Ardennes. Belgium would be a diversion. To put it kindly, the plan was a bold one: the uncharitable would have called it madness, because it required perfect weather, faultless coordination and a slow reaction by the French and British. In the end, they got all three.

That was the first shock, but it was recoverable. But the Germans, as attackers with weaker forces, also had new tactics available. Roving armoured groups, coordinating with airpower by radio, was a technology to which there was no answer at the time, and would not be for several years. Refusing to fight pitched battles, the Germans used confusion and destabilisation instead.

But even that was recoverable. Many in the Government wanted to fight on, from Algeria if necessary. But Weygand, the military commander, refused, and dared the politicians to sack him. Many of them, like the military commanders, were terrified of a Communist revolution if the war went on much longer, and so they agreed to ask for an armistice.

It’s difficult to overestimate the shock and despair that these events produced in the minds of ordinary people. Half the French Army had never seen the enemy, those that had, had fought well and inflicted heavy casualties. But now it was all over, just like that, in a few weeks: no wonder people assumed treason. The country was split in two: half controlled directly by the Germans, half ruled by a new authoritarian regime led by Marshal Pétain, the hero of Verdun. Resistance was effectively impossible: the Army was demobilised and limited to 100,000 men stationed in Algeria. Two million French soldiers were prisoners of war. The few acts of violence against the occupiers were met with brutal reprisals, and even distributing clandestine tracts could send you to a concentration camp or a firing squad. The British could do no more, for the time being, than defend their island.

Above all, the situation was what the French call_hallucinante,_ even surreal. Everything had changed but more or less everything remained the same. There were German soldiers in the streets, but also French policemen. Everyday life was much more difficult and demanding, but in outline it continued much as before. Pétain’s regime had been installed legally, since the French Parliament had voted him full powers: it was also recognised by the United States, for example. There was no effective political opposition, apart from a little-known General in London with a handful of supporters. Yet the country was already being asset-stripped by the Germans. Everybody was hungry. Everybody was in a state of shock, unable to absorb the enormity of what had happened. The new regime, based at the spa town of Vichy, installed an authoritarian, traditionalist government, began its own persecution of opponents, and worked desperately to achieve the maximum freedom (that word again) from German control.

And everybody had to choose. Shock and despair made many people disappear into themselves, and just wait for things to change. But in practice most people were faced with choices in daily life. How to relate to the occupier? How to relate to the new regime, installed overnight? What was called “collaboration” (technically this was the relationship between Vichy and the Germans), came in many forms, and was seldom the result of a deliberate choice. It’s easy to condemn the industrialist (and there were many) who received contracts from the Germans.  But what about the workers on the production line? What about the staff in the canteen? What about the secretary whose husband is in a prisoner-of-war camp? What about the baker on the corner, some of whose clients are Germans? What were these people actually supposed to do, for themselves and their families? Starve?

“Life” remarks one of Sartre’s characters in his allegory of the Occupation_The Flies_, “begins on the far side of despair.” And it is there that, slowly, the idea of resistance (not the Resistance, that came later) began to form. People began to realise that they might be generally helpless, but there were still tiny things they were free to do. Scrawling an anti-German slogan, defacing a picture of Pétain, giving wrong directions to a German officer, even listening clandestinely to De Gaulle broadcasting from London: none of these things was going to win the war, but that wasn’t the point. Slowly, groups began to form. Intellectuals like the poet Louis Aragon wrote poems and tracts for distribution. A clandestine publishing house Les Editions de minuit (the Midnight Press, which still exists) began to print and distribute subversive literature. Slowly, and with British help and funding, Resistance groups began to form, to gather intelligence, to help Allied aircrew who had been shot down, and to carry out targeted operations. Most of all, they were there to prepare a government in waiting, and a military capability to hit the Germans from the rear when the Allies landed. And in spite of the Gestapo, the Vichy Police, betrayal, torture and death on a massive scale, they largely succeeded.

When Allied troops approached Paris in August 1944, there was a popular insurrection, led by the Resistance, against the occupier. The fighting was heavy: almost a thousand dead among the Resistance fighters, and three times as many among the Germans. When the French Second Armoured Division entered the city, it was effectively already liberated. And all over France, the Resistance moved to take power in towns and cities, expel the invader, and prepare the way for De Gaulle’s provisional government.

Like Existentialism, Resistance was a state of mind as much as an activity. The two were not causally connected, but in the euphoria of the Liberation, Existentialism was a powerful and relevant vocabulary and set of concepts that seemed to reflect the mood of the times. In early 1945, Sartre published the first two volumes of his_Roads to Freedom_ trilogy, set before and during the war, which made many existentialist ideas available in popular form. In reaction to criticism of the books from the Communist Party and others, he gave a public lecture that October, later published as Existentialism is a Humanism. For everyone who had struggled through Being and Nothingness, a thousand people read these texts. That was the high-water mark of Existentialism.

V

I said earlier that I would conclude by discussing the relevance of Existentialism today, not least since the book scarcely mentions the topic, and it’s important. But let’s look first at what happened in the decades after the War.

Existentialism came out of a period of doubt, choice and crisis, which did not stop neatly in 1945. The start of the Cold War, the political crises in Eastern Europe, the threat of nuclear devastation, the war in Indo-China, the war to keep Algeria part of France, the Cuban missile crisis, the Hungarian Rising in 1956, the Berlin Wall, the overthrow of the Fourth Republic in 1958, the attempted coup against De Gaulle in 1961, Vietnam … there was no shortage of things to worry about. No shortage, either, of choices to make. The Algerian war and the anti-colonialist struggles in different countries tore the French intellectual world apart. True to his beliefs Sartre (with de Beauvoir) plunged in unreservedly on the side of the FLN, going so far as to praise the killing of white Algerians. Like many intellectuals of the time, he also came down definitively on the side of the Soviet Union in the developing Cold War. It was, once again, a choice that had to be made, and then a choice which had to be lived absolutely.

But if the outer garments of Existentialism remained, and were familiar to all of us born after WW2, the heart of this rigorous, demanding philosophy of life began to lose the purity of its appeal. Partly, this was the fault of its originators. Husserl was dead, Heidegger largely an unperson. Sartre himself spent the last part of his life deeply embroiled in political struggles and closely attached to the Communist Party which had once condemned Existentialism as bourgeois. Famous for beginning many more books than he ever finished, he wrote most of his memorable works in quite a short period, from_Nausea_ (1938) to his play Dirty Hands a decade later. Enormous studies of Genet and Flaubert, and an abortive attempt to write a sequel to Being and Nothingness didn’t add very much in the end.

Existentialism went up-market. Sartre and de Beauvoir were well-known, prosperous media figures, with real influence. And like much of what the French call the “caviar Left,” their interests moved away from the everyday. Bluntly, they were more voluble about support for the Vietnamese peasants than about the condition of peasants—or indeed workers—in France. As Bakewell points out, Existentialism rapidly became absorbed into the burgeoning counterculture in the US and Europe, as a favourite pose for middle-class teenagers who really had to, like, get around to reading that book one day, but in the meantime primarily just demanded the right to be different.

Similarly, de Beauvoir’s_The Second Sex_, whilst a work of polemic rather than philosophy, helped unwittingly to create the Human Potential movement (“you can be anything you want to be!”), the Law of Attraction, The Secret, and any number of Californians telling us to “live your dream!” . Her message of rebellion against the traditional female roles of wife and mother, after her own disastrous youth, was obviously only applicable to a small proportion of mostly middle-class educated women. She had advantages—intelligence, education, talent, good looks, a solid bourgeois background— that gave her possibilities denied to the woman who cleaned her apartment, the woman who did her laundry or, for that matter, the waiter who served her apricot cocktails. In a sad little coda, Bakewell tells the story of one woman, taking part in a survey of readers of de Beauvoir’s book, now living in poverty as a single parent. For every woman who became a successful lawyer, a business executive or a politician, there were many others who wound up like that. Indeed, de Beauvoir doesn’t seem to have realised that the shattering of the nuclear family she advocated would in the end work more to the advantage of men than women. In the end, Existentialism can be said to have perished partly as a result of its own success  and partly just from inherent difficulty of living it properly.

And, as always, there were new ideas in town. Actually, the most significant wasn’t new at all, but was discovered afresh by the rebels of the 1960s. Critical Theory goes back to the Frankfurt School, a group of middle-class Jewish Marxist intellectuals in the early 1920s, who grappled with the question of why the European working classes had not rebelled and created a revolution after 1917. Their pessimistic conclusion was that the workers were held back, not by force, but by the burgeoning capitalist society of mass production and the integration of the proletariat into it. Without ever precisely saying so, the Frankfurt School clearly considered the working class to be stupid: indeed, some dismissed them as masochists who sought their own domination. The job of theory then was to illustrate the ways in which this domination was exercised. But it was an entirely theoretical approach. There would be no revolution, since that was impossible, but there was interesting analytical work to be done to explain why that was so..  (Cynics noted that many of the School’s luminaries came from wealthy families, and their Marxist studies were being financed by their fathers: revolution would mean an end to that.)

Over the next few decades, in Germany, then in exile in the US, and in some cases later back in Germany, thinkers like Adorno, Marcuse and Fromm developed theories of surpassing grimness and negativity about western society, which they saw as every bit as repressive and totalitarian as the Nazi regime they had fled. This repression was reinforced in every possible way: all knowledge, all practice, all theory, all rules, all laws served simply to buttress capitalism. Scientific objectivity was a myth, sociology was just an ideology of repression, logic, rationality and reasoned argument were just tools of capitalist domination. To teach, say, physics or statistics, without explaining how their “laws” acted to reinforce capitalist domination, was to connive in that domination. A “critical” approach was therefore required, and the School sought to provide that. Activists could only try to change the world in various ways they argued: the point, however, was to philosophise it.

The paradigm of this grim, hopeless doctrine was Marcuse’s 1961 book_One Dimensional Man,_ which presented an (American) working class so drugged with the comforts of consumer society, reinforced by mass media, that all  thought of rebellion had to be abandoned. Even liberal political ideas such as free speech and tolerance, were just further instruments of repression he argued. Bizarrely, though, and for reasons Marcuse himself never really understood, the book’s theories were taken up by the New Left of the 1960s and turned into a revolutionary doctrine which led ultimately to 1968. It was a strange revolutionary doctrine though: an elitist, middle-class one, which in a sense paralleled the way in which Existentialism had developed, and appealed to the same intellectual market among educated middle-class idealists.

As usual, American ideas found their way to Europe, and Marcuse started to replace Sartre as the latest intellectually exciting guru. At the same time, other glamorous new ideas like postmodernism, structuralism and deconstruction were entering the public discourse, and interacted with the revisionist Marxism of thinkers like Louis Althusser. Few of the “generation of 68” had actually read these works: as with Existentialism, though, they had a new vocabulary and a new set of ideas with which to confront the older generation. There was no direct involvement in the Vietnam war to motivate French students: they were essentially middle-class young people impatient with the conformism of society and with the poor organisation and provision of university education at the time. Once their demands for university reform were substantially met, the protests evaporated and the protesters went into politics, government, business and academia as they had always anticipated.

So another reason for the decline of Existentialism then, was the appeal of new and glamorous ideas: the  strange cocktail of heretical Marxism, Critical Theory and Deconstruction which has become dominant in France (and most other western countries) today, albeit with the Marxist element somewhat in disguise. Along the way, some very sensible ideas of Foucault (that intellectual paradigms change with power structures for example) were carelessly read, misunderstood, and then allowed to spiral out of control.

But why this decline? Obviously intellectual fashions come and go, but the complete eclipse of Sartre and Existentialism since the 1970s must result from more than that. Yes, the Cold War is long over, and Sartre’s largely uncritical support for the Soviet Union, which he never recanted, sets teeth on edge today. Yes, some of his extreme views on de-colonisation, or Algeria, leave an unpleasant taste in the mouth. But others were wrong as well. And neither Althusser’s murder of his wife in 1980, and subsequent internment, nor Foucault’s much-publicised paedophilic holidays in Morocco in the 1970s, seem to have affected their popularity or their influence very much. Likewise, Camus, who broke from Sartre and de Beauvoir over support for the Soviet Union, is still venerated, because he never really took firm positions. He was against the war in Algeria, but not that much. He was a leftist, but not that much. He spoke out about Stalin, but not that much.

The answer, I think, is that Existentialism is inherently_hard_. It’s not all apricot cocktails. To accept that the world has only the sense you give it, that you are free whether you like it or not, that only you can take decisions and you are then responsible for them, is just too much for many people. “We’re on our own,” said Sartre. “There are no excuses.” How much more agreeable to believe that there are excuses, that you are weak and powerless, and thus that you are therefore not responsible for anything.

Consider: this strange cocktail of elements, shaken together, produces a mixture which seems like a point by point refutation of Sartre. Essence precedes existence. The world has a sense: it’s in this book I was reading. I am (like you) totally determined by my race, gender etc. I am imprisoned in an oppressive structure of ideology and discourse. I am a helpless victim. I cannot choose because all alternatives are ultimately the same. I do not even control my thoughts. And_I am not responsible for my actions._ Above all, whereas Existentialism was born of a period where there was no one to help you, this modern cocktail asks all the time, Please help me. Make it go away. In his 1945 lecture, Sartre recounts how one of his students came to him with a terrible dilemma: to leave his mother alone, and go to join de Gaulle, or to stay at home and become an effective collaborator. Sartre’s reply, unsurprisingly, was: only you can decide, and you are responsible for the choice you make. It’s hard to imagine such bracing advice being given to a student in any context today. This cocktail is, in essence, the drink of a stable society, where wars, revolutions and repression are things of the past. (It is worth pointing out that Existentialism was, and still is, taken much more seriously in countries where war, revolution and repression still exist).

To get an idea of the practical change, consider the difference between two eras of government. Many political leaders and government officials in the 1950s came from the Resistance and the Gaullist exiles. Some had come directly from concentration camps. They rebuilt France economically and politically in record time, irrespective of political party, they put an end to colonisation and they radically modernised the country. Then consider what might be described as the first genuinely “post-68” government in France, when members of that generation had completely dominated politics, intellectual life and the media for years. In particular, they had total control of the Socialist Party. After the unpopular Presidency of Nicolas Sarkozy (2007-12), the Socialists already controlled most of the political levers in France. In 2012, they won the Presidency with François Hollande, and control of the National Assembly. They could do anything. They did nothing. Or rather, the main activity of the government was managing the incessant, vicious internal feuding, by giving every interest group its own government post, from which they could make performative gestures and hand-waving speeches. Factories closed, jobs went overseas and social problems continued to mount. Challenged on what the government was actually for, they eventually claimed that their policy was “the struggle against all forms of discrimination.” But of course governments don’t “struggle”: they do things and make things happen.  Retribution was swift: in the 2017 elections, the Socialist candidate was eliminated in the first round with scarcely 5% of the vote. As this is written, the Socialist candidate in 2022 looks likely to be beaten by the candidate of the Communist Party.  Yet oddly, or maybe not, the current President, Emmanuel Macron who was not even born in 1968, makes a fetish of the refusal to choose. We can have everything, he says: his famous catch-phrase is “en même temps”: “at the same time.”

In 2020, as the pandemic started to change everything, sales of Camus’ 1947 book_The Plague_ took off again. The book is an Existentialist allegory of the Occupation, and shows how individuals responded to it, some well, some badly, some heroically. It schematically illustrates   the different choices that were made at the time, some involving the willing acceptance of danger and death. But it’s different this time. Governments the world over have now decided to surrender to the Virus for fear of political disturbances, just as the French government surrendered in 1940, and intellectuals have passed their time in vicious Twitter fights about pronouns, much as Joseph Grand, in The Plague, obsessed over the first sentence of a book he was unable to write. And since I started writing this review, the conflict in the Ukraine has broken out. The long, complacent liberal dream of an eternal, stable post-Cold War world is ending, the world economy seems to be visibly shredding, and it is not clear that our culture, which has no philosophers but only actors who play them on TV,  is intellectually equipped to handle the stresses and strains that might result.

Read Bakewell’s book, therefore, and ponder the lessons it inadvertently provides for our era. We may be moving into a period as dark, in some ways, as that when Existentialism was born, and it’s one of those books which has become more relevant with the passing of time than, I’m sure, the author ever suspected it would, when she sat down to write about Freedom, Being and Apricot Cocktails.






Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom by Stephen Platt

Your fields ground to mud by war machines, your home long plundered by roving bandits, your friends and family long dead of plague, you have no choice but to join the same armies that destroyed your village for a scrap of food. It seems like the world is ending, but you aren’t bothered. You know that any catastrophic event is part of a broader cycle, and the destruction you see now will eventually result in a society with greater farm acreages and less hierarchical power structures. Granted, this new society will eventually develop until it collapses under its own weight, just like your own is now. But that is the price to pay for civilization. All individual humans can hope to do is enjoy the ride. You are able to adopt this surprisingly blasé worldview because you have read Secular Cycles, by Peter Turchin and Sergey Nefedov (or at least the SSC review).

You might find this a little unrelatable. Sorry. After reading Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom, 300 pages of people reacting in unrelatable ways to civilizational collapses, I may have lost my touch.

Secular Cycles is a book about the tides of civilization. It posits a theory for when, how, and why civilizations rise and fall, and implies that the greatest calamities in human civilization were driven less by individual madness than by Malthusian pressures and macroeconomics. Secular Cycles was light on China, which is strange considering that it is such a great data point for the model. We don’t even have to look at arcane geologic records to see how they fared over time – they provide us with named dynasties that neatly (but not perfectly) denote the full phases of a cycle. Even though it is a work of history, Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom by Stephen Platt reads as the literary companion to the academic Secular Cycles. While it doesn’t reference Secular Cycles, it takes the principles codified by Turchin, like Malthusian growth and elite overproduction, and creates a narrative out of one specific civilizational downfall. But here is the twist: it is the story of a society that already understands the cycle model in a way that 21st Westerners don’t. After dozens of secular cycles, the Chinese state and people had Turchin in their bones, and it leads to a story that is wholly alien, the kind you usually associate with loopy science fiction.

The downfall in question is the Taiping Civil war, which tore apart the Imperial Chinese heartland from 1850 to 1864. While the war did not actually lead to dynastic change, its status as a collapse is undeniable. The Taiping Civil War was the deadliest civil war in history, around forty times more so than its concurrent American counterpart, and the population of China did not recover from the war until around 1910. It is a good starting point in the study of collapses, being recent enough to leave behind a trove of historical data but obscure enough (to Westerners) that it can be seen with fresh eyes.

Our story, like any good secular cycle, begins with the previous collapse. In this case, it was the “Ming-Qing Transition” of 1618-1683 which, despite the bland name, was one of the greatest periods of death in history (right behind the Taiping Civil War on most lists). To thwart a peasant rebellion, Ming forces opened the Great Wall to the Manchu in the North. The peasant rebellion was crushed, but the Manchu invaders entered the capital and founded their own dynasty. Throughout the Qing dynasty, the Manchu were around one percent of the Chinese population, often hidden away in city garrisons. A peasant would see the mark of the Manchu everywhere – notably the shaved heads and braids, a Manchu style that had been foisted on the population – but they would be lucky to see a single Manchu in their lifetime.

Elite Production in Qing China

Elite overproduction is a key concept in Secular Cycles. In short, if you have elites, like generals and nobles, that you can’t get a job for, expect them to rebel and bring the peasant class with them. So, how does a society that has internalized Turchin’s model respond? With a rigorous exam-based meritocracy that keeps a lid on the expansion of the elite class.

The Qing Dynasty was ruled by the Manchu, but they didn’t run the empire. They outsourced the administration of the state, like the dynasties before them, to a meritocratic system of Confucian scholars. The English word “bureaucrat” is an imperfect translation of their role, as it gives the wrong connotation of their status. A provincial governor had a salary roughly 100 times greater than the income of a wealthy peasant farmer, even before you add in the potential for bribes and kickbacks that come with administrative power. One gifted son passing the rigorous rounds of exams on Confucian thought to reach the exalted highest level of administrative status could provide wealth and power to their family for generations to come.[1]

In the early 19th century, one family of poor farmers in southern China believed that they had one such special son. Hong Xiuquan had already memorized the multitude of books required for the civil service examinations by age 11. But the initial provincial level exams were difficult, without any proper analogies in the contemporary western world. They had a pass rate of less than one percent. If you failed, you had to wait around seven years to take it again. Hong Xiuquan took and failed the exam three times. After his third failure, he was confronted by visions in which a divine force commanded him to cleanse China of demonic perversions. After his fourth and final exam failure, Hong Xiuquan happened upon translated Christian texts that had made their way into the Chinese interior. It suddenly all made sense. The divine force from his visions was the Christian god, and the demons were China’s Manchu rulers and the Confucian idols that had kept the Chinese submissive. He baptized his cousin as his first convert and began preaching the countryside.

Let’s take a break! How would you do on the imperial examination? Here are some sample questions from historical exams. Keep in mind, for a good score, you have to



	
  Show a deep understanding of all the texts referenced, both explicitly and implicitly. For best results you should perfectly memorize the entire canon of Confucian literature.




	
  Give an answer consistent with the Confucian school of thought dominant in the palace at the time. Don’t ask you parents for help! The school of thought may have changed since they went through the mill.




	
  Make sure to write using perfect prose and handwriting. Also, maintain your mental sharpness, since you have to do this for 60 hours straight.








Stop whatever you are doing right now and pick up your calligraphy brush. These questions are excerpts from the 1904 metropolitan exam, held every three years in the capital. (Translation by Bofeng Hu)[2]


	
  From the history section:






Jia Yi talked about “three example and five bait”. Ban Gu thought it was a joke. Yet Duke Mu of Qin used it to make peace with Xi Rong, Zhong Hangyue used it to warn Xiong Nu. Discuss why this might not be a bad idea.


	
  From the politics section:






Schools are made for three reasons: educate the people, train talented people and revitalize the industries .... Which of these three is the most important?


	
  From the classics section. Explain this line:


“He stands erect in the middle, without inclining to either side. How firm is he in his energy!”





Brushes down! Most likely you failed horribly. Not your fault, as even brilliant scholars like Hong Xiuquan were unable to pass with decades of training. The Chinese state understood the risks of elite overproduction. The examination system was their cure. Meritocracy gave the state the ability to tune the number of elites with just one metric, the imperial exam pass rate. And while there were a lot of useless Manchu nobles sitting around, Manchu started out as such a small part of the population that it wasn’t an issue. Unfortunately for the Qing, the exam system just kicked the can down the road, leading to eventual overproduction of an aspirational yet unsuccessful class who would do strange things like convert to Christianity and preach against the state. But you have to give the Qing credit for their system. After the stresses of a full secular cycle, even during the darkest moments of the war, the elite ruling class remained stunningly loyal to the central state.

While 21st century Westerners question whether the model of Secular Cycles could ever apply to them, 19th century Chinese knew that it did. The whole concept of the mandate of heaven existed to explain the past dynastic cycles, and implied that the cycles would continue. Even the safest Chinese cities were still guarded by great walls, protecting against inevitable peasant revolts. By the early 1800’s, cracks were starting to show in the Qing Dynasty. The imperial court continually achieved greater heights of decadence. The first Emperors were warrior horsemen, so they had a lot of distance to cover before they were at the Antionette level. Still, two centuries is a very long time, and by the 1830’s the Emperor almost never left his palace complex (filled with Pekinese dogs and acres of idyllic cottages). Peasant rebellions were becoming more frequent and more difficult to put down. Many citizens were looking for the exits – that is, looking for the first movement that had a chance of tearing down the old order and creating a new dynasty.

Malthus’ Revenge

Because of the imperial state’s firm control on the number of elites, the only real internal threats came from the peasants. The 17th century Manchu invasion had decreased the population by a cool 12%, giving everyone (mostly in the North, but still some in the South) more farmland. But the Malthusian curse caught up with the Chinese after decades of stability and growth. By the mid 19th  century the Chinese population had grown to unprecedented heights, for a handful of reasons. In addition to ushering in a 200 year period of relative stability that pushed populations to their Malthusian limit, the Manchu had managed to convert what were previously nomad-held pasturelands into agrarian settlements. Technological advances like the introduction of yams also helped increase crop yields in poor areas. But a large portion of growth came from increased global interconnectedness – cotton was a popular cash crop because you could earn a living income on less land than you would need with rice or grain. Because of this, many farmers were living on less than the minimum acreage to feed themselves and their families. This was a precarious living situation where a farming family could go from well-off to struggling to landless in the course of a few bad harvests. In this environment, previously minor setbacks like floods or bad yields became major disasters – disasters that the people recognized as signs of the Dynasty losing Heaven’s Mandate.[1]

To start a rebellion, you need at least one rebel. Hong Xiuquan’s rebellious Christian message was perfect. Within three years he had two thousand members, within six he had ten thousand. When the imperial government cracked down on the movement, Hong Xiuquan’s followers began to raise armies and conquer towns and cities. Now known as the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, his forces left their lands, surging northward. Nine years after Hong Xiuquan baptized his cousin, his army of half a million conquered Nanjing, a historical capital of China and the largest city in the Yangtze river valley. All Manchu inside were killed.  The forces of the Heavenly Kingdom were so good at recruiting from the lands that they passed through that it made Western observers rethink their beliefs about the heathen nature of the Chinese. But most peasants were not even in the kind of position that they could make a decision. After the armies of the Heavenly Kingdom entered their villages, many only had the option to cut their braids and join the rebels. Their fields had been trampled and their markets destroyed. To stay would mean starvation.

War of Ideological Attrition

Where Hong Xiuquan had failed in the civil service examinations, others had succeeded. Exams were structured in a hierarchy, so that after you passed province level exams, you could test in more prestigious exams for better jobs. The very best – typically having passed around 4 tiers of exams - joined an exclusive cadre of a hundred scholars in Beijing that acted as the emperor’s moral, spiritual, and political advisors. The second most important figure in the Taiping Civil War – other than Hong Xiuquan – was Zheng Guofan, a civil servant who had risen to the top of the scholarly hierarchy. He served in the academy of philosopher kings, administering the exams, advising the emperor, and dictating the nation’s domestic policy.

Zheng Guofan found himself on home leave in southern China just as the area was collapsing into chaos. Out of sheer desperation, Beijing ordered him to stay in the area to organize militias to combat lawlessness caused by the approaching Taiping. The desperation of his masters was for good reason. The Taiping were only one of several rebellions stretching their forces thin, and after centuries of peace and stability, Imperial forces were in woeful condition. In theory, the empire could call on millions of soldiers. However, the members of these massive armies were only in it for the meager salary it offered. Forces would often refuse to leave their home provinces. Many ran or defected as soon as battle began. By the time that Zheng Guofan started fighting, the empire was in freefall. British and French led expeditions had sailed upriver to the capital region, extracting humiliating trade concessions. Facing resistance, the Westerners obliterated Manchu defenses and forced the Emperor to flee North. This was the exact kind of humiliating defeat that signaled the loss of Heaven’s mandate, and even the powerful Confucian scholars in the capital were musing in private about the downfall of the dynasty.

From Turchin, ideology is at its fever pitch during downfalls. At the start of the curve, everyone is mostly concerned with getting along and building a better society. But as time goes on, people get locked into zero sum thinking. The Taiping Civil war can be thought of as a conflict of ideologies, and the reason that lasted so long and was so destructive was that the two ideologies in conflict were incredibly durable and powerful. The Heavenly Kingdom was ostensibly a Christian movement, but that wasn’t necessarily what got it millions of followers. Its most prominent attraction was its anti-Manchu philosophy. Zheng Guofan had his doubts about the Manchu, but wanted to make sure their downfall wouldn’t also be the end of Confucianism. While the Taiping were raising armies in the name of the Christian God, Zeng Guofan was massing forces to defend traditional Chinese values. As the other imperial armies crumbled around him, Zeng Guofan was left as the last Qing general standing.

So, a battle of ethnicity and ideology. Manchu (unpopular) and Confucian (popular) versus Han (popular) and Christian (unpopular). As Turchin notes, when ideology becomes paramount, the value of human life decreases. The Taiping Civil War was the lowest point in history for the value of human life. At the beginning I listed some facts about the death toll from the war. While I trust that you are intelligent enough to understand those facts, you probably don’t have the ability to understand what they mean, in that no human can really comprehend death by the millions. Despite its pop-history veneer, this book tries its best to make you understand. It is not for everyone. This book will make you feel guilty reading it. It is grimmer and darker than any grimdark novel – not because George R.R. Martin wasn’t trying, but because of what a politician might call a “failure of imagination”. Martin just didn’t know that it could get that bad.

As each year passed, Hong Xiuquan grew more delusional, rewriting Christian theology to replace the holy spirit with himself in the Trinity. Zheng Gaofan grew more tortured by guilt, privately writing prayers lamenting the fact that the fate of the empire had been left up to a bookish scholar. More land turned into mud, as the world’s richest farmland became entirely devoid of life. Innumerable sieges combined war, plague, and starvation to kill those that managed to escape the countryside.

Eventually, the whole thing burnt itself out. At the beginning of the war, rebel preachers were able to conjure up entire armies with a few biblical passages. After 15 years, there just wasn’t anybody left to join. To give you a picture of the depopulation, the whole war culminated on one final siege of the rebel capital. It was impossible to starve the rebels out, though. There were so few left in the city that agriculture inside the city walls could produce enough for everyone. Eventually imperial forces dug under the massive walls and crushed the rebels. Zheng Goufan was left with an opportunity. As the most powerful military leader in the empire, he could drive North to the capital and take the Empire for himself. He chose not to. The time for that would have been a few years earlier in the cycle, but it was too late. He was racked with guilt. The emperor, a young child with few political backers outside of the Manchu nobility, remained on the throne.

Lost in Translation

Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom was published in 2012, and being a post-Iraq book, has to include portions about western meddling in the affairs of the Chinese state. It serves as a cautionary tale about cultural misunderstanding – specifically about how Westerners and Chinese misunderstood each other’s mental models of history. On paper, you would expect the West to side with the Christian rebels. But any sort of negotiations between the two quickly broke down. I have tried to represent the negotiations in this dialogue below. (Disclaimer: any sort of contact between the two groups simultaneously occurred through the fog of war and massive linguistic and cultural barriers. No one ever had a conversation as clear and candid as this.)

British: We are nervous about the effect that your war will have on the cotton trade. The American Civil war has choked supply, and overthrowing the government risks destroying the plantations and trade stability that we need. But because we like you, we will set a deal. Don’t come within 100 miles of our coastal trading posts, and we will leave you alone.

Taiping: You don’t understand. We are on the downswing of Turchin’s secular cycle. We want trade, but prioritizing stability at a point like this is the wrong strategic move. This is the one chance any of us have to take down the established order, and chaos, even chaos in the cotton markets, is a natural and acceptable consequence of that. If we want to take down the Empire, we have to attack coastal trading ports like Shanghai.

British: Well, if you do that, we’re going to shoot at you.

Taiping: <No response>

And so, the Taiping attacked Shanghai and got shot at. Platt argues that Western (mostly British) intervention decisively tilted the tide of the war in favor of the Qing, even though it was mostly via indirect means like arms sales and training. Whether the cycle model of history was vindicated is up for debate. The Qing Dynasty limped on for 50 years, but didn’t have the tools to unify the country or project power. From the start of the Taiping Civil War, it would be more than 100 years until the world knew a strong, unified China. In 1909, Japanese Prime Minister Ito Hirobumi told journalists that British intervention in the war, which at that point had been forgotten by the West, was the greatest mistake the British ever made in China.

Ultimately that ominous statement is what stuck with me from the book. To the British, the war was a forgotten blip in the march of progress. To the Japanese, it was the seminal event around which everything rotated. Study history, but also study historical models. Just in case you find yourself in a civilization-scale depopulation event and find yourself having to rebuild society, I hope you remember Secular Cycles.


Notes


[1]

The information in these paragraphs mostly comes from Peasant Life and Social Change in Northern China by Huang, which serves as a useful quantitative context for Autumn.



[2]

I tried to find some sort of official academic source for the exam questions, but the absolute best I could find were translated by someone named Bofeng Hu on Quora who clearly has a fair amount of knowledge on classical Chinese. Silly, I know. Whoever you are, thank you. I would suggest looking at them for yourself, because they include a fair amount of context that I stripped out.






Bronze Age Mindset

The first lines of the Iliad make this clear: you do have a “soul” of sorts apart from your body… it just isn’t you. It’s a shade. It’s completely homosexual.

I.

This is an extremely 19th-century book. I don’t mean in the style of the prose, although BAP can rarely keep up the caveman-esque mode of speech for long and soon lapses into elegance. Nor do I mean to allude to the fact that it randomly launches into dubiously-informed racist tirades, though it does that as well. (I will, in general, refrain from dwelling on the fact that this is an incredibly racist, sexist, homophobic, etc. book — though it certainly is, that is a boring and, as BAP would say, bugmannish line of criticism.)

Rather, in its philosophical content, it is the foremost heir of 19th-century Romanticism that I have seen in our own age. There is the disdain for reason and intellect and corresponding exaltation of “body and blood”, animal instinct, as the superior source of knowledge. There is the glorification of war, piracy, and banditry as the supreme manifestation of manliness, a view often said to have been discredited historically by the mass mechanized death of the First World War — but in BAP it lives on. There is the love of nature and the belief that nature operates with some super-rational “genius” that men must allow themselves to be guided by, and in connection with this a certain racially-charged environmentalism[1] and even defense of the welfare of “animals, who are our brothers.” (In general, BAP is happy to lower man to the level of animals by emphasizing as essential and virtuous those qualities which man has in common with animals, though he is not entirely consistent on this point and commonly disparages groups by comparing them with animals.) And there is contempt for the bourgeois values of the shopkeeper or industrialist — even more so the values of the farmer — in favor of the values of the warrior aristocrat who does no useful labor nor trades value for value but rather prizes taking the produce of others as a joy in itself.

By no means is BAP a “traditionalist” or “conservative” as that term is generally understood, especially in the context of American politics. Needless to say, he has complete contempt for the American constitution and the liberal values it embodies. But he is also the furthest thing from a “communitarian” or a Vermeuloid believer in the idea that individuals should subordinate themselves to the “common good”. BAP holds that “small communities” (repeatedly using the metaphor of packed longhouses) are naturally ruled by old men and “mammies”, groups for whom he has approximately equal contempt. Several times he advances the notion that such is the default state of human society and that European civilization was in such a state before the arrival of the wild Aryan conquerors of the Bronze Age.

The proper type of person, for BAP, is not an altruist who sacrifices for the common good and certainly not a proponent of “enlightened self-interest” who wants to get rich by inventing some type of useful gadget for the masses. He is a_predator_ who lets his natural instincts run free and goes out to occupy space and demand tribute from the common sort of man. His heroes are Greek tyrants and, in the modern day, mercenaries. He speaks glowingly of tyrants who gathered all the leading men of a city to one location and had them murdered en masse. But even that sort of action is suspicious because it could be construed as in one’s rationally calculated interest (practically verging on homosexuality). The greatest type of brutality is that committed, like the most preposterous alleged depravities of Nero and Caligula — in a turn of phrase he repeatedly uses — “for no reason at all”.

It is completely consistent for BAP to praise brutality committed “for no reason at all”, as that is precisely his attitude toward the choice to live in the first place. “According to any rational calculation, life is not worth living, because pain far outweighs pleasure. Heavily medicated nihilists are likely to deny this — the blessed and happy know it’s true… but also know that reason and rationality are false.” The Buddhists are correct that this life is a living hell, but rationally deciding to attempt escape is the coward’s choice. The man of the Bronze Age Mindset chooses life, chooses suffering, “for no reason at all”. He gives free rein to his animal instincts and lets the spirit of nature within him run wild with no respect for the nonexistent rights of others.

II.

It is always difficult to criticize an explicit rejection of rationality. Any argument presented in favor of rationality is circular in that, in connecting premises to a conclusion, it presumes the validity of reason. All that can be done is to point to the power and results of reason, and to the failure and bankruptcy of attempts to live in a manner contrary to reason. Indeed, I believe a large part of the appeal of BAPism and other forms of irrationalism is the low and disreputable state of universities and other organizations that claim to be bastions of rational thought. The thought is, “If_this_ be reason, to hell with reason!” Above all, the prevalence of skepticism and its partner, dogmatism, encourages an attitude of hopelessness that knowledge and meaning can be found through reason. But since people need these things, they turn to non-rational sources. It must be the project of defenders of reason to present a coherent and systematic view of the world. But to elaborate that is beyond the scope of this review.

One could also seize upon the tensions and contradictions between BAP’s right-wing condemnations of petty and violent criminals (particularly those of non-white races) and his embrace of criminal behavior writ large as the highest mode of life. Or point out in a Randian fashion how the predator who lives off others is ultimately dependent on them and is in fact a pathetic creature with no power of his own. Indeed, BAP recognizes this latter fact in the context of modern totalitarian dictators but seems to believe the situation is different in the case of Greek tyrants and his idealized latter-day mercenary-king.

But perhaps the most fatal criticism of BAP’s whole project is a flaw he shares with many authors of quite different philosophical inclinations: he fails to take into account and to grapple honestly with the transformative impact of future technology on society and the human condition itself. One gets the impression (as, again, one gets from many authors who have nothing in common with BAP’s views), that humanity will trundle along in precisely the same essential state as today, but perhaps with somewhat bigger guns and fancier toys. And yet BAP (correctly) points out that technological stagnation or retrogression is not a way forward, would only lead to the stifling of the human spirit he admires by various forms of collectivism (and gerontocracy/matriarchy, in his view).

But if technological progress is allowed to proceed, there will be no stasis of mankind in his “natural” condition. He will be destroyed, or else he will gain full power over his own physical and cognitive architecture, to create a mode of existence consisting of nothing but pleasure and happiness. Even if it were true in the past (and I do not believe it is) that the choice to live is irrational because suffering outweighs pleasure, this condition would cease to hold. BAP may regard such an existence as contemptible and the culmination of the life of the “bugman”, but the idea that it is going to be stopped by pirate gangs of musclemen is preposterous. Indeed, there is one passage in which BAP alludes to a possible future embodying the Gnostic nightmare of a world of “matter wrongly configured”, in which animalistic impulses are finally and completely repressed in favor of an artificial world of logarithms and intellect.[2] While I differ in my opinion of the desirability of such a world, I do believe that something like it is inevitable if humanity is not destroyed and scientific-technological progress continues. The “bug life” of pleasure, tended to by machines, will be the rational choice and the dominant choice, and though BAP plays the part of Dostoevsky’s Underground Man, no one will have the capacity to stand with arms akimbo and send the logarithms to the devil.[3]

III.

Bronze Age Mindset is an erudite and thought-provoking book, even if in the end its irrationalism is senseless and its program of “exhortation” absurd. It does at least push back against the altruist-collectivist mentality of our age, even if the alternative it proposes of the predatory warrior-aristocrat is just as false and destructive. I have also neglected to mention in this review (though one can get a sense from the epigraph above) the sheer number of batshit insane quotes, which are amusing — and surely intentionally so — in their abrupt transitions between serious philosophical examination and declarations on the order of “Saddam Hussein was a transsexual in his soul” or an episode where BAP is beaten up by a bouncer’s “goons” for harranguing people at a nightclub about the Crusades and the Trojan War being the same historical event. I cannot whole-heartedly recommend it, but it is entertaining.




Notes


[1]

“The true environmentalism is racism and has a racial foundation, and in fact the two things, environmentalism and racism, are indistinguishable.”



[2]

“In the remote future, should the evil of human innovation continue unchecked, we really will live in the world the Gnostics feared, and that spark of vital life and energy that is the gift of nature to all youthful peoples born from its womb, that spark will remain entrapped in “matter wrongly configured,” matter entirely foreign to its inborn desires and workings, but fashioned instead for the benefit of something else. In many ways the world we inhabit now already anticipates this living hell of the Gnostics, and the response of those in whom the pain of civilization and modernity is most advanced, the transsexuals, unwittingly help to further uncouple reality from nature, and to make our progressive domestication more totalitarian and aggressive.”



[3]

The Underground Man: “Man is stupid, you know, phenomenally stupid; or rather he is not at all stupid, but he is so ungrateful that you could not find another like him in all creation. I, for instance, would not be in the least surprised if all of a sudden, à propos of nothing, in the midst of general prosperity a gentleman with an ignoble, or rather with a reactionary and ironical, countenance were to arise and, putting his arms akimbo, say to us all: “I say, gentleman, hadn’t we better kick over the whole show and scatter rationalism to the winds, simply to send these logarithms to the devil, and to enable us to live once more at our own sweet foolish will!” That again would not matter, but what is annoying is that he would be sure to find followers—such is the nature of man. And all that for the most foolish reason, which, one would think, was hardly worth mentioning: that is, that man everywhere and at all times, whoever he may be, has preferred to act as he chose and not in the least as his reason and advantage dictated. And one may choose what is contrary to one’s own interests, and sometimes one positively ought (that is my idea). One’s own free unfettered choice, one’s own caprice, however wild it may be, one’s own fancy worked up at times to frenzy—is that very “most advantageous advantage” which we have overlooked, which comes under no classification and against which all systems and theories are continually being shattered to atoms. And how do these wiseacres know that man wants a normal, a virtuous choice? What has made them conceive that man must want a rationally advantageous choice? What man wants is simply independent choice, whatever that independence may cost and wherever it may lead.”






Capital and Ideology by Thomas Piketty

As a child, when I learned about the high degree of inequality throughout most of history, I wondered, how did this happen? Why did people put up with this?

In Capital in the 21__st Century, Thomas Piketty provides an answer to the first question, where he describes a natural drive whereby societies will become more and more unequal. This is because those with high amounts of capital will extract substantial income from it. This will, in turn, allow them to acquire more capital, which will then further increase their income. The rate of return on capital (r) is generally high meaning that capital-related income quickly increases. On the other hand, increases in labor-related income (g) occur more slowly and depend on increases in efficiency. Because r > g, the proportion of overall income each year will steadily become more and more skewed towards income derived from capital. Hence, societies will tend to become more unequal if capital gains are left to continuously grow.
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However, even though r > g is extremely powerful, it carries key shortcomings in the face of guillotines and mobs demanding to eat the rich. Hence, in Capital and Ideology, Piketty attempts to answer the second question and explain the cultural and political reasons behind how inequality was maintained and evolved historically. Further, he tries to paint a picture of how culture and politics evolved over time to arrive at the present state of affairs, where inequality is high but where many people do not see it as their main political and economic concern.

1. Ternary Societies

For much of the past millennium, Piketty describes that European society was organized in a Ternary structure, with three social classes: the nobility, the clergy, and the rest_._ In terms of the numbers from 14-17th France, the Nobility made up 2% of the population and generally owned 40-45% of the land. The Clergy made up 1.5% of the population and generally owned 15% of the land, although this would effectively be 25%, given that the Clergy received a 10% Tithe from the nobility and peasantry alike. England and Spain showed similar numbers. During this time, the central State/Crown was relatively weak, and in 1600, most nations, including England, France, Spain, the Ottoman Empire, and China, collected just around 1-2% of GDP in taxes. With such minuscule taxation, these nations could deploy national armies but little more.

Many societal services were administered by the Nobility and Clergy, and Piketty suggests that their dominance was justified by the idea that the Nobility and Clergy fill necessary societal roles. Within European nations, the Nobility contributed to defense, oversaw local justice, and supplied various amenities – e.g., building mills for grain processing. The Clergy provided religion, obviously, along with assistance to the needy and financing of various institutions, such as schooling. The Clergy also provided moral guidance and influenced the central state and local nobility. Of course, the responsibilities of the Nobility and Clergy also came with benefits, and Piketty describes various traditional privileges – e.g., peasants were required to commit free labor towards some Noble lands (“Corvée work”), and although peasants owned rights to use some lord’s lands in perpetuity, peasants would need to pay a lod if they wished to sell these rights (8-50% of the sale price). The Clergy had a right to collect a 10% Tithe, as noted above. Additionally, in France, neither the Nobility nor Clergy were required to pay taxes. However, even with these privileges, Piketty suggests that by taking on specific duties the Nobility and Clergy were seen as justified in their existence.

To show that this is not just a European pattern, Piketty touches upon Indian society as an analogous Quaternary structure. The Kshatriya (“Warrior caste”) ruled the state as kings and managed wars. Kshatriya rulers were required to be advised by Brahmin councils – priests and scholars whose approval was needed for major decisions, and which guided religious and scholarly matters. The rest of the population was made up of Vaishyas (e.g., craftsmen, merchants, land-owning farmers) and Shudras (e.g., rural landless workers). Like in the European societies this creates a structure of interdependence of the classes. Additionally, Piketty suggests that by assigning each person to a specific, formal group, individuals are encouraged to internalize the inequality and see their position as a fact of life.

Overall, Piketty repeatedly makes the argument that this ideology of co-dependence played a role in societal acceptance of the Ternary or Quaternary class structures. However, the actual evidence that this meaningfully changed behavior is limited. Further, even without any ideological justification, it would have simply been very difficult for many peasants to revolt, and historically, revolutions have been pioneered by the well-off against other well-off people. Nonetheless, perhaps the strong role of religion and religious support of the nobility may have given this ideology its backbone. Further, even though it could never convince every peasant that the inequality was justified, such ideology presumably decreased social friction to some extent.

2. The emergence of ownership republics

Nonetheless, from 1500-1800, social mobility would occur and the Ternary structure would break down. During this time in France, more people were climbing into the nobility from the aristocracy; one could buy a noble position, although it was quite expensive. On the eve of the French Rto evolution (1789-1799), many non-nobles were as rich as nobles, and in most cases, those who recently purchased nobility were the richest of all. At the same time, the state was becoming more powerful, collecting more taxes, and better able to provide services. Tax revenue increased substantially in France, to 3% by 1700, then 6% by 1800, and 8% by 1850 (similar trends in England and Prussia). This allowed the state to expand. For example, the state could now properly handle the role of administering justice, a duty taken away from the nobility along with other special privileges given to this class.
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The shift away from Ternary society also gave rise to republics, where citizens received voting privileges. However, voting power was limited to the most wealthy few, who would use the state for their benefit. In general, this transition away from a Ternary societal structure had a relatively small impact on inequality. Just before the French revolution, the top 1% owned 52% of French property, while after it would still be at 45%. Further, over the next century, inequality would climb back to the top 1% owning 56%. Regarding the top 10%, they went from owning 82% before the revolution to 80% after but later climbed to 86% before World War I. While this climb is just a few percentage points, the shift from 80% to 86% reflects the richest 10% going from owning 4x as much as everyone else to 6.6x as much as everyone else. Piketty suggests that this rise was fueled by r > g and via the elite control over the state.

Concerning the elite control over domestic affairs, Piketty describes this as a transition from a Ternary society to an “ownership society” where the central state is stronger and where property became sacrosanct. Reading this, the notion that “property became sacrosanct” felt like a meaningless deepity,  although Piketty explains that over this period, the state passed increasing laws with a specific focus on protecting property. For example, in Britain, the Black Act of 1723 stipulated the death penalty for anyone taking wood or hunting game on land that they did not own. The state expanded the court system to handle such violations and others like smuggling, which were expressly property-related. Additionally, alongside the repeal of the Black Act in 1823, the state created new forms of punishment designed for theft (e.g., deporting thieves to Australia), as previously state-run prisons did not exist in any widely-usage form in England or France. Based on examples such as these, Piketty suggests that the ideological bedrock of ownership societies is “a promise of social stability, coupled with individual emancipation through the right of property, supposedly open to all, independent of social and familial origin.”
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3. Ownership gone global

It must be noted that while the European states expanded their taxation, non-Western nations (Ottoman Empire and China) did not increase their tax revenue, which generally remained around 1-2% of the GDP (Fig 9.2). This was quite unfortunate, as 50-66% of European tax revenue went toward the military. In 1550, the Ottoman army was the same size as France and England combined (around 150k troops). However, by 1780, France had accumulated 280k troops and England 170k, along with stronger Navies. The European armies were capable of exerting global influence in service of elite interests. For example, when China banned the trade of Opium, Britain sent its navy to force the trade to resume (interestingly, China was framed as anti-free-trade by the British press).

The armies also allowed wide-reaching colonial empires. By the end of the 17th century, the European powers were nearing the limit of what could be extracted from their own continent and thus pushing the limit on the rate of return on capital. Forests went from 30-40% of European land in 1500 to just 10% in 1800. By 1830, British imports of cotton, wood, and sugar would have needed 1.5-2x all the land in UK to grow themselves. Leveraging the state for foreign affairs would be extremely profitable.

When reading this book, I was surprised to learn just how, for lack of a better word, globalist the French and English were, even during the 19th century. Even at this time, foreign investments would become a major feature of financial portfolios for the French and English elites. In 1810, French and English elites had relatively little foreign capital (aside from foreign slaves, which I do not think Piketty counted here). However, with the increased rise of colonialism foreign investment would expand rapidly. By 1910, foreign English capital investments were worth 180% of their national, and similar trends are seen in France (for reference, the total national assets summed to roughly 700% of national GDP during most of the 19th century). Of course, investment in foreign capital was predominantly an asset of the richest 1% in particular. In 1912 France, 25% of wealth among the richest 1% of Parisians was in foreign assets. However, interestingly, even among just the top 1.01-10%, 14% of their wealth was in foreign assets, meaning that these foreign opportunities were not just for the wildly wealthy but also the moderately wealthy.
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As one would expect, these profits were raised at the expense of the colonies, which Piketty spends much time detailing. The wildest example Piketty provides of colonial extraction was from Haiti. Haiti was a major French slave colony with a population of 470,000 slaves by the 1780s. 70% of Haitian output was extracted as French profit and made up 0.5% of the French national income at the time (“0.5%” is my calculation based on other numbers Piketty provided). After revolts, the slaves were emancipated in 1793 and Haiti declared independence in 1804. France would recognize Haitian independence in 1848, although with a threat to invade unless Haiti paid back the lost profits and essentially bought their freedom. This amounted to 150 million Francs or 300% of the total Haitian yearly output at the time (2% of French national income; 40 billion euros today). The debt was financed by French banks, and Haiti would pay an average of 5% of their national income each year towards this debt until the 1950s.

4. Voting rights and redistribution

The strong inequality would obviously be determinantal to the poor. Although the United States never surpassed 10% of national income as foreign capital, inequality was strong in the United States as well and increased steadily throughout the 19th century until World War I. This had clear effects on the citizenry. Average male health – an indicator of well-being – was at its lowest in 1900. Other measures reach similar conclusions, e.g., life expectancy or the age at which people first marry. Piketty argues that this decline would yield a cultural shift whereby the rich began to fear the poor. For example, the Coal Wars were cases of armed uprisings by coal workers in Appalachia and Colorado against the owners, which, in the case of the Battle of Blair Mountain, left greater than one hundred people dead. This would raise awareness of the horrible conditions. On the other side of the Atlantic, the Irish potato famine (1845-1852) occurred, in large part, due to mismanagement by English elites, who owned much of the Irish farmland. Violent protests led to the passing of bills to carry out land reform and increase tenant rights, in attempts to placate Irish concerns.

This unrest would be coupled with an expansion of voting rights throughout the 19th century, which would break down the power of the wealthy over the states. In the United States and every major 19th-century European power, voting rights began as minuscule. Only fractions of the population could vote and these tended to be wealthy landowners. This greatly limited any hopes to increase taxation, let alone begin progressive taxation. Voting rights would expand in each of these countries to most of the male population by the end of the 19th century.
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However, Piketty points out two nations whose voting rights trajectories deserve special attention. The first was Sweden. Here, even among the relatively limited size of the voting pool in the latter half of the 19th century, the weight of each person’s vote varied drastically and depended on the amount each voter paid in taxes. From 1865 to 1911, the wealthiest men could cast votes that were worth 54x that of the lowliest voter, and in many towns a single voter. The second interesting case is the United Kingdom. At the beginning of the 19th century, the United Kingdom’s House of Commons election map included several “Pocket boroughs”, which were very small constituencies that, regardless of their size, could elect one or two representatives (out of a total of ~400 for the whole UK). For the 1831 general election, 152 of the representatives were selected by constituencies made up of fewer than 100 voters and, in one extreme case, the Old Sarum borough could elect a representative based on just seven voters.

Nonetheless, by World War I, most of these nations had established universal male suffrage. With universal male suffrage came political advocacy for redistribution and increased taxation. However, this was incredibly arduous. For example, in the case of France, after the revolution (1799), the primary stream of government revenue from taxation came from a land tax that was instituted. It was set to 0.2% of market value (for context, rents were typically at 4-5% of market value) and made up 2/3rds of the government revenue when instituted. Although this is a tax on wealth, it is actually quite regressive, as foreign capital was not real estate and hence it was ignored by the tax, while there also existed many small landowners who were taking the brunt of the tax. Only in 1872 would this tax would be expanded to cover financial securities at a rate of 3% of security-related income (not progressive). The sluggishness and small size of the redistributive legislature are further exemplified by inheritance taxation. In 1799 France, an inheritance tax of 1% was instituted at an even rate across all levels of income or wealth. Even in the latter half of the 19th century, attempts to increase to just 1.5% were met with very serious opposition. However, a progressive inheritance task was finally passed in 1901 (up to a maximum of 2.5% for the richest 0.1% of estates; raised to up to 6.5% by 1910).

After the turn of the 20th century, redistributive fervor motivated the enactment of progressive income across Europe. Denmark passed such in 1870, Prussia in 1891, Sweden in 1903, and the United States in 1913. In the United Kingdom, the House of Lords proved as a bulwark against progressive taxation. House of Lords membership was determined through royal/clergical appointment or hereditarily. At least, I think this is how membership is decided, but I’m not sure, and the house name has “Lords” in it, which hopefully tells the full story. In either case, they vetoed a 1909 proposal for progressive income taxation approved by the House of Commons. In cases such as these, to avoid seeming tyrannical, the House of Lords would claim that they had the right to oppose any bill that the House of Commons was not specifically elected to pass. In a sense, this is progress as even this refusal must be justified to some level of democracy. Regardless, the Parliament Act of 1911 effectively gutted their power and progressive taxation would be passed. A similar pattern was seen in France. A 1905 progressive income tax bill to was approved by the French national assembly, a house of government established through a general election. However, the bill’s full approval was halted by the French senate, a house of the French government similar to the House of Lords. This bill, which would bring about a 2% income tax for the highest bracket, would only be passed at the breakout of World War I, hurriedly just two weeks after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1914).

The increased suffrage and the salient Rich vs. Poor dynamic would set the ground for World War I to bring about drastic increases in taxation around the world. After the war, the increased tax rates would drop, although not to the same extent as before the war. This is illustrated below for the United States, where the Great Depression would serve as the next springboard for taxation of the most wealthy to rise to the most progressive degree in US history. Although the highest income tax rate would substantially drop soon after the war, it remained at a high level for decades. Even the income tax drop in 1963, in the United States, was notably accompanied by a large increase in the capital gains tax rate (25% in 1968 to 40% in 1977).

However, since the 1970s both tax rates dropped precipitously.
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At the same time, inequality would shift from contracting to expanding. Piketty ends the book by considering why this happened, and how an era of Rich vs. Poor would give rise to the present political climate.
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5. Modern culture and inequality

My understanding is that, after World War II, across many nations, people saw Rich vs. Poor as the only way a political system could be divided. However, this would obviously break down, as we are far from that today. Piketty provides key reasons for why this breakdown occurred, including 1) the rise of a “nativism” vs. “non-nativism” axis has opened, where citizens now increasingly vote to preserve interests related to borders and national identity, 2) a shift where the educated elites are now strongly voting conservative whereas they strongly voted liberal in the 1950s and 60s, and 3) practical issues related to international policy and the rise of tax havens preventing redistributive taxation.

First, regarding nativism, it is worth noting that, it does not necessarily go hand-in-hand with economic conservatism. Although this is the case in the United States, it does not apply everywhere. For example, in Poland, the Law and Justice party (making up 43% of their parliament) seeks to increase social security and redistribution, while opposing immigration. In Italy, the Five Star Movement party (25% of the parliament) has a similar stance, proposing a universal basic income, while simultaneously being described as anti-globalist, anti-immigrant, and joining a coalition with the distinctly anti-immigrant Lega party. In current day France, based on polling, “1% of voters can be classified as internationalists-egalitarians’ (they consider that there are not too many migrants and that inequalities between the rich and the poor ought to be reduced); 26% as ‘nativists-inegalitarians’ (they consider that there are too many migrants and that there is no need to reduce the inequalities between the rich and the poor); 23% as ‘internationalists-inegalitarians’ (pro-migrants, pro-rich) and 30% as ‘nativists-egalitarians’ (anti-migrant, pro-poor).” Hence nativism should be seen as its own axis.

Nonetheless, while nativist tendencies do not require economically conservative views, Piketty argues that nativism in the first place has become much more salient, which dampens the importance of Rich vs. Poor. Piketty seems to suggest that, in the United States, the Civil Rights era came with politicians emphasizing racial platforms to sway voters. In 1964, the Republican presidential nominee Barry Goldwater opposed the Civil Rights Act, which was passed in June of that year. Later, Nixon, the Republican winner of the 1968 election, opposed racial quotas that he argued allowed black people to take jobs from better qualified white people. Ronald Regan, elected in 1980, also opposed the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act (1965). Along with these choices over the law, efforts were made to change the general cultural rhetoric. For example, Reagan additionally popularized the term “welfare queen” (referring to single black mothers) in the 1976 election. Across the pond, similar shifts toward nativist concerns occurred were apparent in the United Kingdom. In a 1979 British post-election survey, 70% of Conservative voters reported that the only way to improve race relations was to end immigration. Accordingly, Margaret Thatcher (1979-1990) would clamp down on immigration.

To a degree, it seems like Piketty is suggesting that these conservative candidates upregulated racism, making it a more salient topic in political discourse. However, this begs the question of why nativist platforms weren’t successful enough before World War II to prevent redistributive legislation. Piketty doesn’t touch much upon this question, but I see a couple of possibilities: 1) wealth-related issues were simply much more important in the past as people were poorer and after the 60s a standard-of-living threshold was crossed making further economic gains less vital, and 2) civil rights progress was very minimal before the 60s, more people were apathetic towards it, and/or neither major party substantially differed from one another. Regardless of these possibilities, examining the voting data of Black Americans seems to show that something nativist was newly emerging. In the 1948 election (Figure 15.7), Black Americans only leaned slightly Democrat (just a 2% swing after controlling for education, income, etc.), although, by the 1972 election, Black people overwhelmingly voted Democrat (50% swing after controlling the same factors).
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Data from other countries on changes in voting patterns among racial minorities are more limited, although, in France, the Muslim swing notably went from 50% leftward swing in 1988 to 80% leftward swing in 1997. Nonetheless, the notion that nativist policies in the United States became a more major political force after the 1960s seems reasonable.

Critically, Piketty makes the point, “obviously very convenient for the [liberal] elites to explain everything by stigmatizing the supposed racism of the less advantaged.” Piketty then goes into arguments for other reasons why the working class has shifted away from a Rich vs. Poor discourse.

6. Educational cleavage and international Moloch

Next, Piketty points out the changing demographics of Left. The most educated citizens went from voting strongly conservative in the 1960s to strongly liberal today. In terms of the difference between the 10% most educated and 10% least educated, strong reversals of liberal vs. conservative from 1950 to today have been seen in the United States, France, Britain, Germany, Sweden, Norway, Italy, Holland, Switzerland, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand (the reasoning behind this ordering is left as an exercise for the reader).
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Although Scott has already reviewed one of Piketty’s papers on this specific topic, Piketty’s book adds argues that educated left-wing political leaders have used this power to advance their interests. Piketty details the French high school and college systems, which are each characterized by different types of schools. The branches of the French education system preparing students for “elite” professions have received the highest funding. In the current system, three times as much public money is dedicated to children of the top decile of education expenditure (those attending elite schools) relative to the money given to children in the bottom 50%. Although the Socialist party has ruled France for roughly half the time since the 1980s, Piketty suggests that they have failed to balance this spending, potentially because its supporters tend to attend these schools. Hence, Piketty argues that the working class is somewhat justified in abandoning the party that abandoned them. However, I’m not sure what to make of this argument and I am having trouble finding further examples by Piketty of clear policy preferences directly benefiting the educated elites (although this book is quite long, and they may be in here somewhere).

Nonetheless, another important point related to the shift of the most educated voters is that it changes the meaning of “elite”. Although not necessarily the entering most wildly wealthy professions, the educated leftists enter media, tech, and academic jobs, which are, today, considered elite professions. This will defuse the saliency of Rich vs. Poor and allow conservative voting to become an anti-elitism position, which has happened across both the United States and Europe – e.g., in Italy, the coalition between the Five Star Movement (pro-redistribution party) and Lega (anti-distribution party) was partly grounded in hatred universal hate for elites.

Along with these cultural shifts, there are several practical international economic reasons for modern inequality that Piketty spends much time discussing. In brief, a modern nation’s corporate tax rate (the rate at which company profits are taxed) is a Molochian race to the bottom, where countries will attempt to undercut one another to seduce companies to incorporate there – Ireland hasn’t tripled their GDP in the past twenty years just by selling more Guinness. Piketty does not detail other forms of taxation, like capital gains or income tax, although I imagine they are also impacted by this international competition albeit to a lesser degree.

To resolve such coordination problems, the solution is generally for a central power to impose universal rules. However, the European Union (EU) has totally failed to accomplish this. Piketty describes how changes to EU economic policy require a unanimous vote from all EU nations. I really can’t understate how annoyed Piketty is about this, and rightfully so, as requiring a unanimous vote seems insane. However, looking into this seeming insanity, I found a Wikipedia article suggesting that the 2014 Treaty of Lisbon led to EU voting rules no longer requiring unanimity in some areas, although Piketty’s book was released in 2019, and here and in more recent interviews, he still seems insistent that preventing tax havens would require EU unanimity. Piketty argues that fundamental changes to the EU are needed to address this, although even a uniform tax across the EU would not eliminate the possibility of tax havens outside the EU (q.e.d., one-world government?).

Regardless, because of this international competition, national leaders, even those of ruling left-wing parties, are extremely hesitant to substantially increase taxes. Hence, voters may get the impression that left-wing leaders have abandoned the working class. Piketty suggests that this drives the working class to “internalize” inequality as an unchanging fact and pushes them towards nativist policy, something that may be seen as more controllable.

7. Conclusion

Quickly summarizing vast swathes of history is often bad. Individual examples can be used to tell any story an author wishes, and if this entry was selected as a finalist, I have no doubt that the comments below will describe how some examples were taken out of context. Because of this, I’ve tried to keep these at a minimum and just for illustrating statistical points.

Based on this, Piketty’s overarching arc seems reasonable, 1) inequality was initially based on a Ternary Structure. 2) After this structure was dismantled, inequality was preserved by the wealthy controlling electoral politics, 3) although as voting rights expanded, redistributive policies were possible. 4) However, today, wealth-related discourse has become less central to politics and anti-redistributive legislation was able to pass. So, I guess that answers my first childhood question of how inequality happened.

Now, why did people put up with it? Going into this book, I expected arguments on how cultural memes supported inequality. However, although Piketty suggests that Ternary and Ownership societies were rooted in such ideologies, based on this book, it simply isn’t clear that such rhetoric genuinely shifted behavior. For example, the idea behind ownership societies is that every person can pursue their goals and achieve success, rhetoric that remains today. However, does this idea actually change people’s behavior, political leanings, and willingness to fight inequality? Alternatively, is it just a meaningless slogan and post hoc conclusion after a stance has been taken? To me, I’m not convinced that these ideologies should be seen as the reason why inequality persisted.

So why did people put up with inequality? Honestly, it seems like they simply didn’t have a choice in the matter. To be clear, my review is not trying to skirt evidence on the causal role of ideology in supporting inequality. Rather, it seems like Piketty just didn’t seriously attempt to show this. Based on Capital and Ideology, it is obvious that capital played a dominating role in maintaining inequality, although the role of ideology seems much more minor.






Civilization and Its Discontents by Sigmund Freud

Introduction

Sigmund Freud occupies a special place in intellectual history. While he was certainly the most influential psychologist of the late 19th and early 20th Century (and perhaps ever) opinion as to the continued relevance of his work is divided. Some respect him as an important figure in the development of psychology, but may consider many (or even most) of his theories to have been soundly refuted; some enthusiastically embrace his ideas; and others go so far as to deride his entire school of thought, on the basis that it is, at best, not scientific, or at worst, pseudoscience.

At the same time, the lexicon of psychoanalysis has entered common usage in popular culture, and you do not have to travel far to encounter elaborations or refinements of his ideas; there are entire subdisciplines of philosophy and literature that are illegible without a cursory knowledge of his work.

I have always found it challenging to decide to what extent psychoanalysis deserves to be taken seriously; and whether the model of the psyche as a trinity of the id, ego, and superego is so alluring because it reflects a profound truth, or whether it just happens to be a useful model, that lends itself (perhaps too easily) to analogy.

It is with these thoughts in my mind that I turned to Freud's 'Civilization and Its Discontents'. It was published in 1930, when Freud was 74, and can fruitfully be read as a synthesis of his theory of psychoanalysis with his personal philosophical views about the problems civilization poses to the happiness of people. He clearly dedicated a large part of his life thinking about these topics, and it is worth one's time to read the fruits of such a study. So I read it - specifically, I read the 2002 translation by David McLintock. It should be easy to find a translation online.

TLDR; this is a book so profound in its pessimism that it is at times disturbing. It is redeemed by a combination of brilliant intuitive insight, and hilariously ungrounded but entertaining psychoanalytic speculations about e.g. the taming of fire by humans (Freud suggests we conquered fire when men learnt to restrain their homoerotic impulse to pee on it). I find the speculations about the origin of guilt, and the problems it poses to civilization, fascinating and worth taking seriously.

The book as text

This book is not a good introduction to psychoanalytic thought. Many of the central tenets of psychoanalysis are taken for granted, without reference to a text for the interested reader to follow up on (I present a short summary in the next section - it is best read with some skepticism). You will have to play along, as it were, and assume that certain foundational concepts are essentially correct, if you are to make any sense of this book. At the same time it is initially difficult, due to the writing style, to distinguish what is novel in this book from older, accepted ideas.

On the textual level the material is organized haphazardly, and would benefit from some of the later chapters coming first. A large portion of the writing is digression that touches upon the main theses only in passing. This is doubly irritating because sometimes these digressions do contain a vital point that can easily be overlooked. Fortunately the book is quite short, at under a hundred pages.

Much of the work is speculative. This is also its strength, and likely the reason for the disorganized nature of the arguments - one gets the sense of a creative mind at play. Unfortunately he also repeats himself, stating the same idea in subtly different ways. This is at least useful for checking if you understand what he is trying to communicate; you have to laboriously translate statements into different forms to check if they are logically consistent with what you understand him to have said previously.

A short summary of Freudian psychoanalysis

The following assumptions underlie the analysis in the book.

The human psyche can usefully be considered to consist of three parts - the id, which is the seat of our instinctual drives, and belongs to the unconscious part of our selves; the superego, which serves as a type of moral censor; and the ego, which mediates between the other two, and which is central to our ability to navigate the world.

Humans have innate drives, more or less set by nature. These are broadly of two types, the creative and the destructive. The former can be split between those that serve to preserve the individual, and those that serve to preserve 'the species' (this is already in conflict with modern evolutionary theory, but let us continue).

There is a certain 'energy' associated with these drives; the word is apparently chosen intentionally, in strict analogy with physical energy; the energy associated with these drives can supposedly not be destroyed, but can merely be redirected or channeled into different avenues (which is also biologically dubious) - ultimately our behavior is supposed to be explainable in terms of these drives, and the various ways our instinctual energy is channeled.

The energy associated with those drives aimed towards the continuation of the species is referred to as the libido. Sublimation is the redirection of instinctual energy into other pursuits as a defense mechanism. In the psychoanalytic jargon, this corresponds to a 'displacement of the libido'.

The oceanic feeling

Freud begins the book by discussing a certain 'oceanic feeling' brought to his attention by his correspondent Romain Rolland; Rolland identifies this with a sense of eternity, or unity with the world, which he considered the origin of the religious impulse. It is perhaps trite to point out that this oceanic feeling sounds a lot like the experience of someone tripping on psychedelics, but this insight was not available to Freud.

Freud, a staunch atheist, apparently by temperament as much as conviction, insists he has had no experience of such a thing except in a purely intellectual sense, but admits that it occurs in other people. He identifies it with the dissolution of the distinction between the self and the outer world; this distinction is one that develops as a person matures beyond infanthood, 'through deliberate control of our sensory activity and appropriate muscular action', i.e. it corresponds to the development of the ego. If Rolland is correct about the origin of the religious experience, this conveniently frames the religious experience as an infantilism.

Freud then argues that this feeling, which he refers to as 'a far more comprehensive, indeed all-embracing feeling, which corresponded to a more intimate bond between the ego and the world around it' persists in the mental or psychological makeup of the individual. He goes so far as to call it the 'primary sense of self'. The analogy he uses to make the case is based on a dubious comparison between mental development and the process of natural selection that I will not repeat here - but this is a good time to point out that he relies on analogy a lot, and that the analogies often read oddly, as they are rooted in the science of nearly a century ago.

He also posits that the human mind cannot forget anything, that '[...] nothing that ever took shape [in it] has passed away, and in which all previous phases of development exist beside the most recent'. This seems false to me; to the best of my knowledge modern neuroscience accepts that part of the process of learning involves the pruning of neural pathways, and hence forgetting.

Freud concludes that he does not agree that this oceanic feeling is the origin of the religious sentiment; instead he identifies this with the feeling of helplessness experienced by us when we are small children, and 'the need for paternal protection'.

This seems too narrowly specific to Abrahamic religions for my liking - I am not a religious scholar, but I think it is uncontroversial that the protective aspect of a father-like deity is less central to religions belonging to other traditions, i.e. most of them.

If the argument is instead that even religions without such symbolism originate ultimately in the need for paternal protection, he does not make it, and I do not know how it can be sustained. In some broad sense a desire for safety may surely be said to be relevant to religion - but this is too vague an observation to draw conclusions from, and applies equally to many other things. My own belief is that religion owes more to the fear of death, and a desire for a continuation of the self, than a yearning for paternal protection as such.

Religion

Despite disagreeing with Rolland, Freud remains committed to the idea that the religious experience is a throwback to an infantile state. This criticism of religion is a recurring theme. For example:


[religion] assures him that a careful providence will watch over his life and compensate him in a future existence for any privations he has suffered. The common man cannot imagine this providence otherwise than as an immensely exalted father.

[...]

All this is so patently infantile, so remote from reality, that it pains a philanthropic temperament to think that the great majority of mortals will never be able to rise above such a life.



and later


Of special importance is the case in which substantial numbers of people, acting in concert, try to assure themselves of happiness and protection against suffering through a delusional reshaping of reality.

The religions of mankind too must be described as examples of mass delusion.



In a later section he touches upon a truth that has motivated atheist, agnostics, and religious nonconformists throughout the ages;


Its [i.e. religion's] technique consists in reducing the value of life and distorting the picture of the real world by means of delusion; and this presupposes the intimidation of the intelligence.



This rings true to me - I remember how as a child, as my mind began to develop, how outraged I was that people would lie to me about God; and how terrified I was when I realized that all these adults, who were supposedly wiser than me and in control of the world, were motivated in part by a fundamental fear of death. I've chilled out since then, but probably because, as I am an adult, it is no longer considered socially acceptable to coop me up against my wishes and brainwash me with patently ridiculous religious doctrine.

Suffering and its alleviation

Freud commits, likely unknowingly, to the first of the four noble truths of Buddhism, called the truth of suffering ('to live is to suffer') when he says:


The life imposed on us is too hard for us to bear: it brings too much pain, too many disappointments, too many insoluble problems. If we are to endure it, we cannot do without palliative measures.



Unlike Buddhism, he does not consider our suffering to be ultimately the consequence of our attachment to desire, but rather due to three separate causes; the superior power of nature, the frailty of our bodies, and the inadequacy of the social institutions that regulate people's interactions with one another.

Also unlike Buddhism, he does not identify the solution in the cessation of desire, which he would likely have considered impossible, due to the 'energetic' nature of the drives. Instead he identifies three types of palliative measures; distractions (specifically, 'powerful' distractions - I am not sure what constitutes a minor versus a major distraction); substitutive satisfactions (e.g. art), and intoxicants (Freud has a posthumous reputation as a bit of a coke fiend).

Perhaps driven by a concern that he has not sufficiently communicated his pessimistic view of the problems of life, Freud makes it clear that he considers the question of the 'purpose' of our lives to be anthropocentric, possibly senseless, and inspired by a religious frame of mind. I am inclined to agree with him on all counts.

Instead of a deeper purpose that would give meaning to our lives, Freud proposes that we are motivated by unconscious desires. The driving force of human instinct, located in the id, is the search for pleasure - hence Freud has it that the id is governed by 'the pleasure principle'. It is the role of the ego to transmute this into the 'reality principle', which is something like a compromise that assists us in dealing with the external world. To oversimplify; the id wants us to have sex with everything, gorge ourselves on chocolate, do a lot of cocaine, and murder people that frustrate our desires, but this is unobtainable. Instead we behave ourselves, go to school, get a job etc, so that we can indulge in some of these things some of the time, avoid death, and hopefully procreate.

Just to be absolutely sure we understand that life is indeed suffering, Freud also states that '[the pursuit of the pleasure principle] is at odds with the whole world' and 'It is quite incapable of being realized; all the institutions of the world are opposed to it.' I find this bleak assessment oddly humorous (and true).

Since civilization (which can also be read as 'society') does not permit us to murderfuck everything (which is apparently very frustrating to our unconscious selves), we channel our libidinal energy into other avenues to assuage our suffering. Freud considered the most effective channel for libidinal energy to be the exercise of mental and intellectual work as a substitutive satisfaction. This includes the work of scientists and artists - and essentially any creative application of the mind towards some aim other than the satisfaction of our instinctual desires (e.g for sex and food). Nonetheless, these pleasures are inferior in intensity, because 'they do not convulse the constitution' (which reads like a euphemism for 'they can't give you a literal orgasm). Freud also holds that they are not accessible to everyone (I disagree).

After these creative, mental endeavors, Freud recommends gaining pleasure from 'illusions'; that is, from our imaginations. He provides the enjoyment of works of art (rather than their creation) as the primary example; I am curious what he would have construed of as 'art', and what he would have made of the modern phenomenon of mass media and gaming - my lazy guess is that he would have considered much of it to be analogous to masturbation.

Love

Freud reserves a special place for alleviating suffering by making the goal of life the experience of love. Love, he says, is similar to creative endeavors or the engagement of our imaginations, in that it 'transfers satisfaction to internal mental processes'. In contrast to the other methods for seeking happiness, it does not turn away from the external world, but obtains happiness through an emotional attachment to the loved object.

The primary drawback of this approach is that it makes us particularly susceptible to suffering if the object of our love does not reciprocate the feeling, or does not live up to our expectations. For this reason he does not consider it a panacea, although he values it highly.

He makes an interesting digression when he claims that some small percentage of people (he presents St. Francis of Assisi as an exemplar) are capable of loving, not just individuals, but entire groups, which protects them from the potentially harmful effects of placing all ones loves on a single object - making a single object the sole focus of our happiness makes one dangerously dependent on a part of the external world over which we have no control, i.e. the love-object.

Freud considered this all-encompassing love a deviation from the sexual aim of love (as far as I can determine Freud considered the origin of all forms of love to be fundamentally sexual), and a transformation to what he calls a 'aim-inhibited' impulse. Presumably the 'aim' St. Francis is supposedly inhibiting here is having sex with everything - I suppose he must be commended.

Freud has some interesting criticisms about extending love to all people in this way; firstly, he holds that this is patently impossible, and that the default state of one person to another is of aggression (which seems overly pessimistic). He also writes that not everyone is deserving of our love, which was a strangely shocking thing to read, but on reflection I cannot disagree, even though at first sight it seems to have the character of a moral judgment. He also argues that loving everyone actually cheapens our love - what does it mean if your friend loves a random stranger they barely know as much as you? This is relatable - I have a dear friend who seems incapable of disliking anyone, and it drives me up the wall - I am convinced he would find something nice to say about Hitler if he knew him personally.

The appreciation of beauty is listed separately as a means of happiness. Unsurprisingly he identifies its origin in the sexual realm - Freud's insistence that everything has its origin in the sex drive becomes rather tiresome after a while. If there is intelligent, asexual life in the universe I hope we can make contact with it, so that it can share its opinion of Freud with us.

Neurosis

Surprisingly it appears that Freud believes 'neurotic illness', which is a psychoanalytic umbrella term that includes anxiety, depression, and OCD, is (or can) also be an attempt at finding pleasure via 'substitutive satisfactions'. So he appears to assert that neurotics (or at least their unconsciousnesses) are somehow responsible for their disease; their symptoms are a substitutive satisfaction for their frustrated sexual drives.

I am not sure what to make of this - I am sure many of us have known deeply unhappy people who seem to us to be their own worst enemy; but that seems distinct from e.g. someone suffering from extreme OCD that is seriously impacting their ability to function. I would expect a more purely neurophysiological origin of the latter, rather than trusting in complicated arguments based on abstractions piled on abstractions that are only tenuously linked to physical concepts, and which seem to flirt with victim blaming. On the other hand, maybe if the cause is in the unconscious of the individual, the blame can not be laid on them? The topic is strangely difficult, and one is prone to fall into logical and semantic traps. I am undecided, but certainly very averse to the idea that people definitely and unambiguously cause their own mental illness - in many cases that is certainly not the case.

Freud identifies the constraints of civilization as a primary cause of neurosis: ‘it was discovered that people became neurotic when they could not endure the degree of privation that society imposed on them in the service of its cultural ideals’ - this insight frames much of Freud's discussion.

This is interesting, and I think I largely agree, even if the examples he provides are not that convincing. He has an annoying habit of talking around an issue, and you really have to focus to notice that when he talks obliquely about things like frustrated aggression he literally appears to have violent murder in mind.

One of the primary privations imposed on us by civilization with which he is concerned is the need to give up frequent and easy sexual congress with a wide varieties of partners, which was required by the moral code of his time. Of course, depending on where you live, it still largely is. Despite large parts of the world becoming more sexually liberal in this regard, the 'natural' state which would appear to most clearly satisfy the instinctual desire for frequent sexual gratification is polyamory, which is still a decidedly minority disposition, that can lead to its own complications and sufferings. From my own experience of polyamorous people I am highly sceptical that they are much less neurotic than the general population - although in keeping with Freud's theory, I think there is reason to believe that they obtain substitutive satisfaction from talking about polyamory all the time.

Freud is specifically unimpressed by the restriction of marriage; I would be interested in an account of his own love life - he was married to the same woman for over 50 years, which is at odds with his professed concern about the effect of sexual restrictions and monogamy.

Civilization

Freud defines civilization as all activities and values that are useful to human beings. It is built on the renunciation of our drives - we give up the satisfaction of our basic drives for the benefit of, essentially, security.

A primary focus of the book is the origin of the hostility to civilization which Freud considered a serious impediment to the furthering or continuation of said civilization. Freud lays part of the blame for the inimical attitude towards civilization on Christianity, because of its devaluation of the material world. There are echoes of Nietzsche here - the interested reader is directed to section 15 of 'The Antichrist', which also echoes Freud's antipathy towards religion in general.

Freud points out that projecting our own mental state onto people living in completely different circumstances is likely inappropriate, given how extremely subjective such a process is - and that for this reason, despite great improvements in medicine and technology, it is difficult to say whether people of previous ages were more or less happy. This is very pessimistic - I imagine Steven Pinker would not be impressed by this argument. Certainly we are less likely to die or lose children than our ancestors were (on average), and this should be viewed as a good thing. Freud's response might be, sure, but are we really happier? This sounds like the notion of the hedonic treadmill applied to technological progress - I do not have a convincing rejoinder to it.

He discusses the so-called 'anal character', and without any motivation (which I assume he has provided elsewhere) asserts that this excessive obsession with cleanliness and order corresponds to a transformation of children's interest in 'the excretory function' (which we are also told is a form of 'anal eroticism'). At one point he also claims that the original possession, and hence the origin of the concept, is the infant's ownership of its feces. I do not know how to evaluate the truth of this statement, but it is certainly interesting. For one thing, it suggests a reconsideration of the notion of 'property' in discussions about civilization and freedom.

Freud suggests theres exists a conflict between civilization and the sexual drives of individuals. Specifically, sexual love is a bond between (at least) two people, while civilization involves relationships between large groups of people; so when the demands of civilization make claims upon persons bound by sexual love, or a family (which is a natural consequence of this sexual love) there is a fundamental tension that must be resolved.

To elaborate - civilization does not merely consist of pairs of people bonded via love, who also happen to share the bonds of work with the greater mass of society - that would be simply a case of distinct families cooperating when it was to their material benefit, and would not entail all the machinery of civilization. Instead Freud views civilization as involving the binding of everyone with libidinal energy, mainly of the aim-inhibited type. This is required to overcome an innate destructive drive that exists alongside our other drives. He talks about this quite a bit, but I never quite felt he motivated it properly. The idea was not originally his, and he writes that he also took some time to accept that such a drive exists - it is sometimes referred to as Thanatos (which was not Freud's word for it), to distinguish it from the drive to love, Eros, which are in some sense in opposition.

Relatedly, in what reads as a rather misogynistic turn, Freud claims that women have a 'retarding, restraining' influence on the process of civilization because of the importance they attach to family, and because they have little aptitude for sublimating their drives. He grounds this claim in his observation that civilization, as he construes it, makes claims on the energy of their partners. I would summarise his argument as 'women aren't good at civilization, which they resent for making their men have less sex with them', which is simultaneously hilarious, false, and offensive. I won't dispute that it seems likely that people might have more sex without the obligations imposed on them by society, but asserting that women, in general, have a hostile attitude towards 'civilization' because of this is a bit of stretch, to put it mildly. This is but one out of several passages that show a similar prejudice - I am unsure if I am being unfair to Freud here, but that is how they read to me.

The origin of guilt

If we accept that we possess an innate drive towards aggression, then it is necessary to find a way to tame it, if civilization is to continue.

The main method we use to do so, Freud maintains, is to turn the aggression inwards, and direct it against the ego; this is the origin of our conscience, of our moral sentiment. The superego acts as a censor, directing the aggression we want to direct against others (actual, physical violence) against ourselves - this is the origin of guilt.

The super-ego serves to sustain civilization against the violence of the individual:


In this way civilization overcomes the dangerous aggressivity of the individual, by weakening him, by disarming him and setting up an internal authority to watch over him, like a garrison in a conquered town.



Freud expands on this, and traces the development of this guilt-function to the dependency of the infant on its caretakers; what the child fears most is the withdrawal of the attention of its caretakers, that is, the withdrawal of their love. This is also the origin of our conception of evil - evil consists of those actions which can lead one to losing the love of those on whom you depend for survival (it is easy to imagine how this can be co opted by religions).

As people age, the role of this caretaker might be taken over by society at large - what we fear then is the punishment of society. This authority is eventually internalized as the superego, which we cannot escape, not even in our thoughts. The superego is the arbiter of good and evil - and it deems merely considering an evil act worthy of guilt. So even temptation can lead to guilt - temptation in fact reinforces guilt.

Rather perversely, the superego can also blame the self for acts of misfortune that befall it; the evidence for the sinfulness of the individual is in the fact that it is being punished. Freud interprets this as the superego replacing parental authority with Fate - if you consider Fate an expression of divine will, you have a perfect scenario for flagellating yourself for events completely beyond your control, in the belief that whatever terrible thing happened was your fault, and you deserved it.

There is an odd internal coherency in this narrative that rings true to me, and I find the concept fairly convincing for that reason. I don't know how otherwise to account for guilt, which seems largely pointless, and which I suffer from more than seems reasonable (I don't know what a reasonable amount of guilt is - maybe as much as is necessary to prevent you from being a sociopath, but no more?).

I will skip over Freud's discussion of how this relates to the original, primeval guilt arising from the mythical act of the murder of the father by its sons, because I think it is too silly to merit comment.

This book is ultimately about guilt, and the challenges it poses to civilization. In fact, Freud proposes that this guilt is a primary impediment to happiness: '[...] the price we pay for cultural progress is a lot of happiness, arising from a heightened sense of guilt'. In typical Freudian fashion, Freud also insists that even people who believe themselves to be guilt free, but who experience a general malaise or discontent, are nonetheless fundamentally motivated by the sense of guilt.

Taking the proposition seriously for a moment, the picture Freud paints is something like the following; the more restrictions are placed on us by society at large, as part of the process of accommodating ever larger groups of people to cooperate without overt violence, the greater the internal sense of guilt. In effect we learn to fit into society by treating ourselves cruelly.

By analogy Freud also posits a cultural superego which plays a role like that of the individual superego for the greater community (he provides ethical systems as a concrete realization of this). This cultural superego does not make sufficient allowances for the severity of the instinctual impulses of the id, and as a result the ethical precepts by which we are meant to live (or at least, by which we unconsciously believe we should live) are impossible to live up to, leading us to punish ourselves. Freud suggests lowering the demands of the superego, which seems wise.

I can't resist another happy quote from Freud to further affirm the suffering inherent to human existence:


If civilization is the necessary trend of development that leads from the family to humanity as a whole, it follows that the intensification of the sense of guilt, perhaps to a degree that the individual finds hard to endure, is indissolubly linked with it, as a consequence of the innate conflict of ambivalence, of the perpetual contention between love [Eros] and the death-wish [Thanatos].



Conclusion

Do not read this as a way to get into Freud. If you read it, do so for the insights of a mind honed by a lifetime of acquaintance with the workings of the human psyche, and as a form of intellectual archaeology, to trace the genealogy of ideas.

A modern reader might not feel terribly enlightened by much of the book. We are used to the idea that under our veneers of civilized respectability we are animals with violent and sexual tendencies - we might even think, so what if we are? But if that is something you believe, then it is due in part to this book.

I am cautiously of the view that Freud's entire theory is best viewed as a useful model of human psychology, which lends itself to explanatory analogy. This means that many of the details will be wrong, while still being useful. But we should be wary of convincing analogies that do not aid us in making testable predictions.

Something in the way the material is presented puts me in mind of the thoroughly discredited notion from early evolutionary biology that phylogeny recapitulates ontogeny - in fact the idea that 'earlier' stages of the mind are maintained alongside 'later' versions is strongly reminiscent of it.

A fruitful discussion can also be had about the role that the analogy of energy (in the literal physical sense) to mental processes played in Freud's development of the concept of the libido, and the instinctual drives. I think the limitations of Freud's theory can already be found here - he seems to have made an awfully big deal about the conservation of displacement of very literal energy, which he flavors with the content of specific 'drives'. I do not think this can be reconciled with the modern understanding of the brain - and in particular the connectionist paradigm; but I am not a neurobiologist, and therefore maybe wrong.

The fundamental problem one is confronted with when analyzing such theories is the high level of abstraction at which they operate. I alternate between seeing the theory of psychoanalysis as a house of cards built on speculation, and a profound tool for understanding the human condition - but more troublingly, I do not have any criteria by which to distinguish the two cases. Almost any fact can be explained in any number of ways by the theory, depending on the theorist. This was also Karl Popper's fundamental criticism of psychoanalysis - it is arguably not a science (which is of course distinct from saying it's not true or useful).

Because of the great influence Freud's ideas have had on literature, psychology, and philosophy; and the way his concepts have entered the popular imagination (often in a misunderstood sense, which I hope I have not promulgated in this review) it is difficult for me to identify when the sense of congruence I experienced when evaluating some of his assertions are due to a prior, forgotten acquaintance with them. It is in the nature of the mind to respond with an unconscious welcoming to ideas it has been exposed to before; this is not necessarily a sign of 'truth', as such, and should instead be evidence for the need for further inquiry as to the origin of our response. In other words, does this seem true to me because it accords with something I have heard before, rather than because I have been provided with reasons in its favor?

The idea I find most compelling is the explanation of the origin of guilt. Since this requires acceptance of the id, ego, and the superego, I suppose I must grudgingly grant them a place in my mental toolbox, despite all the misgivings I have.

I am by temperament melancholic, anxious, and already convinced of the fundamental tragedy of life, so I found little of what I read to be shocking (some of it was hilarious though). I think optimistic people with a happy outlook on life are most likely to gain something from this book. Ideally they should lock themselves in a poorly lit room for several days, and deeply internalize the book's pessimism. Once they have properly contemplated the suffering of life they can return to the sunshine - perhaps their brush with the darkness at the heart of the human animal will leave them invigorated. Or they may just think it's silly. For myself, I will be focusing on reducing the demands of my superego.






Come and Take It: The Gun Printer's Guide to Thinking Free by Cody Wilson

I.

What kind of man decides to 3D print a gun?

Come and Take It: The Gun Printer's Guide to Thinking Free is Cody Wilson's story about developing the Liberator pistol, the first widely available 3D printed firearm.

The book is not an engineering guide — he censors the technical details of the Liberator, supposedly by demand of the State Department. [1] It's not a political manifesto, at least, not explicitly. To the extent that he has an enemy, it's the boomers; to the extent that he has a specific grievance, it seems to be about being terrorized by the threat of too much protection.

Wilson looks at the West and sees a sick system. The media? There’s no real journalism anymore. Corporations? Collusive engines of public policy. The government? Corrupt. Powerful enough to ruin your life, but incapable of handling new problems as they arise.

At first, I tried to infer Wilson’s ideology — something, something crypto-anarchism — but now, I think it’s better described as an impulse. Some people see a broken system and feel the need to reform it. Others feel the need to tear it down.

Wilson sees a system that needs to be trolled.

For what it’s worth, I think he’s pretty good at it.

II.

A core idea underlying Wilson's thinking seems to be that you cannot directly challenge a powerful consensus. There's no single target, and your own resources are too small. But perhaps you can create a situation that causes the system to turn against itself. Wilson describes trying to create a toxic super-PAC in 2011:


Pick House races with the least amount of spending, then buy up as much of the airwaves as possible for terrible ads.

Turn people completely off to the electoral and political process. It was a fun thought experiment. I'd always had the trickster sensibility and this approach appealed to that part of me. Play by the rules, but ruin the game to show the absurdity of it all.



He filed with the Federal Election Commission, tried to raise funds, and started developing a relationship with a DC consultant. But later, he wondered why he had even bothered:


...we had nothing to be proud of. Sure, we might have gotten lucky at some point in some race and made a little name for ourselves. But the best-case scenario was we’d have just pulled off a kind of prank, a joke. You can be snide and cynical about the electoral process, but that isn’t truly a way of undermining it. Your participation, however ironic, is even a reinforcement of the values you hope to change.



Wilson credits his friend, Benjamin Denio, with giving him the idea for 3D printed guns. At first, he isn't sure if it's even possible. And given the state of 3D printing technology in the 2010s, trying to build such a gun is questionable, at best.

The Liberator is kind of terrible. It can fire one shot before reloading. Built correctly, it has a lifespan of perhaps a dozen shots. Built incorrectly, and it will explode the first time you use it. As a gun, it is strictly worse than guns that could already, legally be made with a few shop tools and a trip to your local hardware store. [2]

Another wrinkle is that, in at least one important sense, the Liberator isn't the world's first 3D printed gun. Michael Guslik, a hobbyist gunsmith, beat Wilson to the punch, printing an AR-15 lower receiver in ABS plastic in 2012. [3] A “lower receiver” is just one part of a rifle that happens to contain the trigger mechanism. By itself, it can't fire bullets.
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A 3D printed lower receiver in white plastic (Source: Come and Take It)

But the 3D printed lower receiver is a neat legal hack. There's a Sorites paradox kind of problem: how many gun parts do you need to put together before the assemblage becomes a gun? According to US law, the lower receiver is the gun, the only part that is legally controlled. Everything else you can buy at your local gun shop, or online with a credit card, no questions asked.

In true Hansonian fashion: 3D printed guns are not about guns! In 2012, the popular perception was that information could flow freely, but guns could be kept under control. The quality of the Liberator doesn't matter: its mere existence sends the ideas of freedom of information and gun control on a collision course.


Sure, make the guns with a printer, I thought. But if we could do it, anyone could. The political opportunity wasn’t in manufacturing, then. It was in publishing. In one moment it solidified for me: we could produce a gun with the most widely available 3D printing technology and then freely distribute the plans over the Internet. We’d share the designs as open-source software. Go for the brass ring of system failure. Ben had given us WikiLeaks for guns.



Defense Distributed was born.

III.

Wilson’s rhetoric can be kind of fun, but irritatingly light on some of the details. How did he think that a 3D printed gun would change the world? He never says, explicitly, but I think I can infer his mental model.

Improvised firearms are not particularly difficult to make, but they are perceived as difficult to make. This perception supports gun control legislation in a perception/reality feedback loop: Guns are perceived as controllable, which supports passing laws to control guns, which results in fewer people attempting to acquire guns. Fewer gun owners means fewer gun makers means fewer guns, reinforcing the perception that guns are controllable.

The idea of a 3D printed gun unwinds this. 3D printed guns might be more difficult to make, but are perceived as trivial: just download the file. So, the public perception is that controlling 3D printed guns requires controlling digital files, which are perceived as uncontrollable (“The Net interprets censorship as damage and routes around it”). This renders gun control less practical, more people are able to acquire guns, and more gun ownership makes legislation less popular.

All of this only has a tenuous connection to physical reality. The idea of a 3D printed gun is doing all of the heavy lifting. The actual 3D printed gun is just there to make the idea convincing. Very postmodern.

An exercise for the intrepid reader: map the pieces of this reasoning onto the Simulacra definitions. Unsurprisingly, Wilson is a fan of Baudrillard.

IV.

Wilson did not grow up in a family where guns were around. He didn't have his finger on the pulse of American gun culture. When he started, he didn't know anything about engineering, ballistics or plastics. If you're trying to build a new kind of gun to troll the world, where do you start?

How about 4chan?


After a summer of nights spent more often than not trolling the Internet imageboards for interest in the project, it was time to get more serious about fund-raising. Already, as I looked around my place, I pictured a pattern of expedition and privation. I was at UT on scholarship, but that didn’t cover the rent, let alone the cost of the supplies and the printer we would eventually need. We’d estimated it would cost eighteen grand all told. I’d pick up any other expenses with my credit cards, if it came to that.



Wilson needed time and money. Time is easy – stop going to class. [4] Money is harder. He bought a camera from Best Buy, shot a pitch video in a closet, and uploaded it to Indiegogo.

And then he returned the camera for a refund because, again, Defense Distributed had almost no money.


For twenty-two days I wrote pitch emails and letters. I watched the Indiegogo progress bar eke past one thousand dollars. At night I reread the crowdfunding site’s terms of service.

“How much money have you got today?” my father would ask.

“Almost two thousand now.”

He laughed with a shrug of disbelief.



Defense Distributed’s first real media attention comes from an interview with Forbes writer Andy Greenberg. Almost immediately afterwards, the Indiegogo campaign is flagged for violating their terms of service.

Fortunately, there’s this other weird project that had launched just a few years earlier. Its adherents talk about currency the way that Wilson talks about guns: the ultimate goal is to forever place them outside of state structures.

Defense Distributed starts taking donations in Bitcoin.

V.

To start printing, Wilson leases a Stratasys printer. The lease is almost immediately canceled. Stratasys claims that manufacturing guns without a license is illegal. Wilson claims that he’s making prototypes for personal study, an activity which does not require any license.

Stratasys isn’t having any of it. There’s a clause in the lease that prohibits using the printer in any way that could damage the business's image. They also report Wilson to the ATF, but he manages to avoid any criminal charges.

This becomes a recurring problem for Defense Distributed: corporations act to protect their public image and, even at this early stage, Wilson was developing a reputation as a dangerous subversive. Being named one of the 15 Most Dangerous People in the World by Wired magazine probably didn't help.

In startup language, Wilson is a non-technical founder: promoting the company, fundraising, recruiting engineering talent, and just generally trying to keep the whole operation from collapsing. Of course, Defense Distributed isn't organized like any typical startup:


I sat half-naked in my office chair, and into the early hours worked through stacks of state and federal forms. Proud and embittered, by then I had started calling DD a hydra. Behold a money company, a gun manufacturer, a publishing corporation. Not only would Defense Distributed do it, not only was there no possible legal or political mechanism to prevent or deter it, but I could find in this slurry of codes and federal regulations a way to make gun printing tax-exempt. We were educational, scientific; we even lessened the burden of some obscure government obligation. An antihumanist charity. I printed triplicates of certifications and copied my penned signature. Not only would the event happen, I’d get it subsidized.

“Remember when I said it was a million dollar idea?” I texted Ben. “It meant we’d have to spend a million.”



Wilson finds sympathetic small business 3D printers to work with. He shoots a video of Michael Guslik's AR-15 lower receiver, even though the first one only lasts 6 rounds before cracking. And he publishes 3D printed magazines, [5] named after politicians who try to legislate a cap on the maximum number of bullets that you can load into a gun: “In a generation or two, no one would remember the fifty-sixth governor of New York, but someone would be working on or printing out a Cuomo mag.”

Most importantly for the Liberator's development, he meets John, an engineer who answered a call for more help on Twitter. Wilson explains Defense Distributed's strategy, to the extent that there is one:


“If the goal has been a plastic pistol, my only intuition is that we create this illusion of progress while we figure out how the hell to do it. At least I know this much is working. Each of these pieces we’re making, they’re like talismans. More powerful props by which we operate in the media. If every week the printed AR shoots twenty more rounds, it drives this terrible, impossible narrative against the state-sanctioned ‘progress’ of technology.”

“You want to make a printed handgun,” John interjected.

“I want the whole gun, though."



While John and other volunteers work on the Liberator, Wilson is busy fundraising. Some of the public engagements are obvious: he gives speeches to libertarian clubs and meets with Mike, a “black, gay libertarian who ran the only gun store to make it into the Austin city limits after 1975.” Bitcoin developer Amir Taaki invites him to speak at an Open Source conference and, later, to anarchists associated with the Occupy movement. But, for the most part, European anarchists aren’t interested in guns. His only significant donor is a mysterious Swiss man, who's motivations not even Wilson understands:


We talked of enemies then, and stakes. I told him I thought when I was done it would be the moment of my greatest contempt. A way to throw the Makers, Statesmen, and startup cheerleaders into disarray. He was unimpressed.

In that mountain air we took a walk, talked about immortal palms, and he asked me to peek a bit beyond good and evil. “Think of the world as doomed to this. Or of us as doomed to this world—not the world as we imagine it will be, but the world as it is.”

Maybe we were past ideology with this work, I admitted. But I couldn’t follow him in that moment. I was unsettled. And not too long thereafter I packed up to leave.



Wilson is also invited to the Bay Area. Varol, a venture capitalist, thinks there’s a great company to fund:


It was going to be a search engine built as enterprise software and sold to military bases.

“Like it or not, we’re talking about Department of Defense here,” Varol said, adding “Dee-oh-Dee.”

“Otherwise,” he went on, “the best you can be is like the Jimmy Wales of the gun movement,” referring to the co-founder and promoter of Wikipedia.

“Which is something,” Varol continued. “But come on! That’s not what you’re looking for.”



It’s a strange relationship. Cody admits to liking the Bay Area Libertarians, but doesn’t agree with their vision. They might bend the rules — at this point, AirBnB and Uber are only a few years old, and still butting heads with regulators — but success means making a few million or billion dollars and then becoming part of the system.

Curtis Yarvin, back when he was only known as “Moldbug” online, shows up too:


Moldbug congratulated me. “By the way, bravo on your stupendous media-whoring. I hope you’ll get over the anarchism talk soon enough, though. I think you’ll find most libertarianism is just born of a frustrated will to power.”

I laughed at the point, well made.



Varol tells Wilson that he can get him a convertible note for a million dollars — a serious seed funding round in 2012 — but it doesn’t go through. It’s not clear if the prospective investors backed out, or if Wilson just didn’t want to take it. One way or another, Varol, Yarvin and the rest of the “Carlyle Club” aren’t transgressive enough for Defense Distributed.

VI.

As they get closer to finishing the Liberator, Defense Distributed starts getting surveilled by government agents. Remarkably, no one knows if it's legal or not. Wilson reviews the Undetectable Firearms Act with a University of Texas professor who remembered him from his first year in law school:


“It seems that Congress has allowed a safe harbor for manufacturers to test guns that might violate the law to see if they do in fact meet the standards in the law. I read that these rules would have protected prototyping as well. But the secretary never made the rules, and then neither did Justice when the ATF was folded into them. So, my question is, in the absence of those rules, is this whole provision void?”

“Well, that’s the right question,” Professor Berman replied, after a moment’s pause. “If the law says ‘Justice shall determine,’ and then Justice does not determine, does that mean DOJ has nullified the safe harbor provision?



The law had existed for over twenty years, but no one had ever made the rules. Somehow, it feels appropriate. Wilson had no idea what he was getting into when he started Defense Distributed. But, as it turns out, neither did anyone else.

Defense Distributed dropped the Liberator on May 6, 2013.

“Come and take it”, indeed.
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The Liberator pistol (Source: Come and Take It)

VII.

Did it work?

Literally, yes. The Liberator is a functional, almost completely 3D printed gun (it requires a nail as a firing pin) and, despite some legal challenges after it was first released, it is still available for download today. A later design, the FGC-9, is a practical weapon, and has been reported being used by rebels in Myanmar. [6]

But how seriously should we take Wilson’s claim, “I barely put a million bucks into this and I got you the Second Amendment forever”?

The obvious comparison of Cody Wilson and the Liberator is to Phil Zimmermann and PGP. There was a time when the US regulated cryptography as a munition — it was illegal to export cryptography software that had a key size of more than 40 bits, i.e., weak enough to be easily cracked by the US government. To many engineers, this is ridiculous. Cryptography is math! You’re gonna outlaw math?

Zimmermann’s legal hack was to publish a book: PGP Source Code and Internals. Munitions may be restricted, but publishing a book is guaranteed under the First Amendment. Anyone with the book can scan the pages with an OCR program and compile the source code into working cryptography software. The case against Zimmerman never went to court, and cryptography is no longer subject to export control.

The debate over cryptography may not be over, but it was forever changed. Simply “banning cryptography” is no longer perceived as a viable option.

Unlike PGP, the Liberator has been the subject of several court cases. The FGC-9, a more effective 3D printed firearm, has not. The gun control debate may not be over, but it seems to have faded into the background. People are still making guns, and the will to stop them appears to have dissipated.

Build something that cannot be ignored, and you can change the nature of a policy debate forever. That's Come and Take It. The rest is just commentary.

VIII.

Wilson talks about his book deal in a 2014 interview with ReasonTV:


“I'm much more interested in the storytelling in a kind of Baudrillardian, postmodern visual sense where everything takes on historical poetics. I mean, it’s extremely pretentious.” (Cody Wilson)



“And the hope is what? To inspire the next generation of Cody Wilsons?” (Todd Krainin)


“Mostly to tell a really good story, man. I hope it's worthy of the title of literature.” (Cody Wilson)



Extremely pretentious, hopefully a good story. I can’t think of a better review than that.
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Notes


[1]

In the e-book version, you can still read the censored text by highlighting it.



[2]

Not legal advice!



[3]

“‘The same plastic used to make Legos,’ Guslick had said. Now tell me the man wasn’t a subversive.”



[4]

The following semester, Wilson would learn that he only managed to get a B in his Second Amendment class.



[5]

Magazines load bullets into the gun. Clips load bullets into a magazine. Getting this right is a gun culture shibboleth.



[6]

The FGC-9 Mk2 was designed by JStark1809, 3socksandcrocs and Ivan the Troll. The “GC” in “FGC-9” stands for “gun control”.






Consciousness And The Brain

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Imagine that there was a generally acknowledged test for artificial intelligence, to find out whether a computer program is truly intelligent. And imagine that a computer program passed this test for the first time. How would you feel about it?

The most likely answer is: disappointed.

We know this because it happened several times. The first time was in 1966, when ELIZA passed the Turing test. ELIZA was a chatbot who could fool some people to believe that they talk with a real human. Before ELIZA, people assumed that only an intelligent machine could do that, but it just turned out that it is really easy to fool others. Other tests for intelligence were playing chess, playing a whole variety of games, or recognizing cat images. Machines can do all this by now, and this is awesome. And yet, every success sparked new disappointment, because we didn't find any magic ingredient, some quality that would make a difference between intelligent and non-intelligent. When the groundbreaking GPT-3 and DALL-E suddenly could write news articles or poetry, or could dream up snails made of harp... the main improvement was that they used more raw computation power than the previous versions.

If you find this disappointing, then you will also be disappointed by "Consciousness and the Brain" by Stanislas Dehaene. The book is the condensed wisdom of three decades of cognitive research, and it tells you what consciousness is, how it operates, and why we have it. The book actually answers these questions. But if you were hoping that the book would Resolve Philosophy, tell you What Makes Humankind Unique, or whether Free Will exists, it doesn't do that.

It only tells you what consciousness is.

Consciousness: What is it Not?

In order to study consciousness, we first need to recognize it. Dehaene's approach to this is simple and bold: a perception or a thought is conscious if you can report on it. If a test subject sees the word "range" on a screen, and you ask her to report what word she has seen, then the answer might be


	
"I have seen the word range", or



	
"What word? There was no word!?"





In the first case, she has seen the word consciously, in the second not. This approach is more radical than it seems. Researchers are very cautious to take introspection at face value. And rightfully so, since our introspection is often wrong. The beauty of Dehaene's approach is that he only extracts a single bit of information (yes or no). It turns out that there are experiments which differ only in a minimal aspect (e.g., a slightly longer or shorter time delay), and which trigger either 1) or 2) reliably across many trials and many test subjects. I'll describe a few such setups later, but the point is that you can trust the reports because different people consistently give the same answer in the same situation.

It is important to understand that Dehaene's book is only about this definition of consciousness. It is not about cognition (in the sense of abstract reasoning) or meta-cognition (the ability to reflect about your own thoughts). It is not about self-consciousness (being aware of oneself). And of course, there are other definitions of consciousness. The most compelling alternative calls Dehaene's concept conscious access and distinguishes it from conscious perception. But for this review, I will stick with Dehaene's definition.

Another different, though related concept is attention. For Dehaene, attention is the gating mechanism that decides which information is allowed to enter consciousness. But this process itself is unconscious: we are not aware of all the options that were considered and discarded, only of the winner. This notion of attention is broadly in line with the mainstream of the field, though the exact definition varies.

Controlling Consciousness

To understand consciousness, the first step is to understand how _un_conscious processing works. Some glimpses come from blindsight patients, who lose the ability to see consciously due to brain damage. This can affect their whole field of vision, or just one hemisphere, or even just specific forms like lines. But they remain able to unconsciously process what they see. They will automatically walk around objects in their way, even though they swear that they don't see them. The effect can also be artificially produced in monkeys.

Fortunately, there are also ways to make perception unconscious in ordinary people:


	
You don't always perceive images consciously if they are presented with a low contrast, or for a short time.



	
Binocular rivalry occurs if your two eyes are presented with different images. In this case, most of the time you don't see a weird overlay of the two images, but instead your conscious perception flips between seeing either one or the other. It's a bit like staring at ambiguous images, but more consistent. So at any point in time, you perceive one of the images consciously and the other unconsciously.



	
Attentional blinking describes the effect that after a conscious perception, you are consciously blind for anything that you see in the next 200-300ms. Let's say you watch a fast stream of digits, each only visible for 100ms, and occasionally the stream contains a letter instead of a number. You are supposed to detect the letters. When you see an "M", this enters your consciousness, and you detect it. But if 300ms (three images later), there is another letter "S", you will not see it consciously. Actually, you will be sure that there was no "S" in the stream.



	
With Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS) we can stimulate specific brain regions. By stimulating sensory areas, we can induce hallucinations, and we can either make them conscious or unconscious by regulating the strength of TMS. By interfering with the right region at the right time, we can also prevent real perceptions from entering consciousness.





All these setups are useful, but they are not 100% reliable, more like 80% at best. For example, binocular rivalry is different in autistic people. But there is one setup which works always, for everyone, and that is masking. In masking you see some shapes (the "mask"), then very briefly an image, and then the shapes again. If the image is shown for 30ms, then people do not consciously see it, while for 60ms they do. This works with almost 100% accuracy, and has become the main workhorse for consciousness studies. You can even mask only a part of the screen if you want. While subjects are presented with masked words, numbers, and images, the researchers can measure the brain activity with EEG, MEG, fMRI, or even implanted electrodes (for epileptic patients who have the electrodes for unrelated medical reasons). They measure how the skin starts to sweat and the body tenses up from the unconscious perception. And mostly easily, they measure how it affects the performance in a subsequent, conscious task. For example, seeing the word "bank" unconsciously will make you react faster to a related word like "money", an effect known as priming.

Should I Believe This?

Wait a moment, priming? Aren't those the wrong conclusions that were wiped out by the big replication crisis in psychology? Should I really believe these things?

I think yes. It is hard to convey in a review how painstakingly pedantic the field apparently is. There are a lot of different opinions on consciousness, and the experiments are scrupulously examined for any possible flaw or alternative interpretation, both from insiders and outsiders of the field. Just to give one example, in the priming study with "bank" and "money", the conclusion was that the words are processed *semantically*, not just as a bunch of characters. Dehaene mentions not one paper getting this result, but four. Then he describes how critics were not satisfied, and gives five more papers which addressed the critics. But for reasons going deep into the precise setups, it was still not settled whether this actually proves the claim that the meaning is processed. Which made the original authors re-examine their results and publish a follow-up paper proving that indeed, the critics were right, and their setup was no proof. Which triggered an avalanche of follow-up work until it was waterproof beyond doubt. Dehaene cites 44 papers just on this debate. And there was never any doubt on whether the raw results were reproducible, the debate was about whether the experiments left room for alternative interpretations. I wish my own fields of research would be just half as rigorous as what I read in this book. 

I have read one other scientific book which breathes the same positive pedantry, and that is Are we Smart Enough to Know How Smart Animals Are? by Frans de Waal. I think there is a pattern. It helps that both fields treat a topic on which everyone has their own opinion, so they get a lot of know-alls from outside the field interfering with the discussion. But more importantly, they are based on methods which used to be tabooed inside their scientific community. De Waal treated his animals as personalities and even bonded with them instead of keeping neutral distance, and he took wildlife observations seriously. All of this was considered totally unscientific, so he was forced to be extra scrupulous in his experiments. For Dehaene and his colleagues, it was the paradigm that “subjective reports can and should be believed” -- as a source of raw data, without making the mistake of conflating the subjective belief with reality. When patients tell you after surgery that they had the impression to leave their body and float at the ceiling, then you should not believe that they actually floated. You should believe that "floating" was their true feeling, and that probably there is a neuroscientific cause for this feeling. Taking it seriously eventually enabled researchers to induce the feeling of leaving your body in any person, by using the right neural stimulation. But until the 90s, it was scientifically taboo to take subjective feelings into account, so experiments with low standards would have been torn apart.

I find these examples encouraging, because they show that even strong taboos can be overcome if your science is just good enough.

Not surprisingly, the replication crisis hit cognitive psychology much less hard than other fields like social sciences. Of nine key findings of cognitive psychology, all nine could be reproduced, including three that are core to the book. Yes, a lot of priming experiments were not replicable, and only a hard core survived. But this book is about the hard core. Of course, some of the ~1300 papers cited by Dehaene will be wrong, but I have a lot of trust in the general picture.

What We Can Do Without Consciousness

Ok, let us believe that the results on unconscious processes are real. What can the brain do with unconscious information?

A lot. The experiments fill a big chunk of the book, and I can't go into detail. I have already mentioned that your unconscious brain does not just process the letters of a word, it also deciphers the meaning. For example, a masked "four" primes you not just for recognizing "four", but also for "4", "FOUR", a spoken "four", and even for "three". In fact, it primes you better for "three" than for "two": the priming is stronger the closer the numbers are.

Unconscious perceptions can induce negative emotions, and you can unconsciously distinguish faces and abstract categories like "object" and "animal". You can unconsciously estimate averages. Unconscious perceptions can control your attention. An unconscious "stop signal" will activate your executive control center in the brain. Sometimes this prevents you from pressing a button that you were supposed to press, which seems like a mysterious mistake to you. You can also unconsciously detect errors: when you make a mistake in an eye-tracking task, your error control system will flash even if the signal never reaches your consciousness (in which case you don't notice that you have made a mistake).

You can even learn new things unconsciously. If you get a reward after each unconscious presentation, and you get more reward after image A than after image B, then you learn that A is worth more -- even if you never consciously see any images at all! For you, it seems like you look at a screen where nothing interesting happens, and you get completely random rewards.

What We Can NOT Do Without Consciousness

So if we can do so many things unconsciously, what do we even need consciousness for? What is the effect of a conscious perception?

Traces of unconscious perceptions are spurious. They are almost completely gone after a second. This means that tasks which require working memory can not be performed unconsciously. For example, in order to compute 12x13 we need to perform several subsequent steps, and use the intermediate result of one step as an input for the next one. This task can not be performed unconsciously. It seems that the unconscious traces are too weak to be used as an input for a second step. Dehaene tries to pinpoint the exact point of complexity that can be performed unconsciously, and it seems to be very low. After seeing a number n unconsciously, test persons are well above chance for the tasks of naming n ("But I haven't seen anything!" "Don't worry, just take a random guess."), naming n+2, or deciding whether n<5. But deciding whether n+2 is smaller than 5 is already at chance level. Dehaene suspects that complex language (conversation with others) also falls into this category of processes that require working memory. It is not mentioned in the book, but the same probably holds for trains of thought, including cognition.  

Consciousness has a coordination effect. Imagine you see some line moving in a diagonal direction over the screen. We know very well what happens in the low-level visual areas. The neurons there cannot "see" the whole picture, they have only a limited perceptive field. For them, the image is ambiguous: it is impossible to decide from their local information whether the line moves upwards, or to the right, or diagonally. Some neurons will decide for "upwards", and encode that. Others will decide for "right" or for "diagonally". If the image remains unconscious, then these mismatches are never resolved. However, if the image enters consciousness, then after 120-140 ms all neurons in the lower layers suddenly start to encode "diagonally". Now they agree on the same interpretation of the world.

Dehaene phrases this in a way that ACX readers will love. For him, the unconscious (or pre-conscious) neural activity encodes a probability distribution over the possible states of the world. If we see the word "bank", then the meaning "credit institute" and "sitting bench" are both represented by some neurons, so they both occur in this probability distribution. When the word reaches consciousness, then the brain *samples* from this distribution. So it decides for one of the possible options, and all neurons are overwritten with this meaning. For example, in binocular rivalry (when your two eyes see incompatible images) you will sometimes see option A, sometimes option B, but usually not both. Once you have drawn a sample, this is not a final decision. In binocular rivalry, your perception switches every few seconds between A and B. Some researchers even claim that the brain gets the Bayesian math right: if you present an image that is ambiguous in a very clever way, such that there is an objective underlying probability of 70% for A and 30% for B, then you will see A for 70% of the time and B for 30% of the time. Others claim that you can play "Wisdom of the Crowd" in single-player modus. Say you want to know the weight of a cow. Then take a guess. Now throw your guess out of the window, and take another guess. Finally, compute the average of your two guesses. The claim is that this average is better than your individual guesses.

Such sampling has obvious benefits. If I have to walk around a tree, then choosing either "left" or "right" is fine, but my whole brain and body should stick to this decision. So conscious sampling is very important for decision-making. But it goes beyond that. The way how we perceive the world in a conscious moment is already a selection, as the rotating mask illusion nicely illustrates.

There is another interesting effect of consciousness that Dehaene only mentions casually a few times: it enables us to gauge our confidence. So test subjects can say "I am certain" or "this was just a guess". We can test these self-assessments with betting systems. And we are good at this, but only if the task was based on conscious perception. If it is based on unconscious perception, then we may still be good at the task itself, but our self-assessment is inaccurate. Often we underestimate our performance. By the way, simple betting systems (consisting essentially of the options "Yes", "No" and "Not Sure") also show that mice, monkeys and dolphins know how confident they are. We'll have to wait a bit for results on how consciousness affects self-assessment in animals, but researchers have speculated that the results should be similar, suggesting that a prediction market of unconscious mice may work poorly.

Consciousness and Learning

In this section, I will go a bit beyond the book, so this might be a bit less reliable than the rest. I have worked on research of neural plasticity and learning, so the ideas do not come entirely out of thin air. To understand the effect of consciousness on learning, you should first know that there are two different types of long-term memory, procedural and episodic memory. Procedural memory allows us to walk, ride a bike, or play the piano. For this review, I will pool it together with semantic memory: the knowledge that birds can fly, or things that you have learned by heart, like a song or the multiplication table. We can use procedural memory in automatic mode, and we can acquire and access it unconsciously. Acquiring procedural memory often requires a lot of practice and repetition. This type of learning is usually slow and decentral in the brain: only the regions which are directly relevant to the task are involved in this type of learning. It shares many similarities with modern machine learning systems.

On the other hand, episodic memory refers to specific moments of your life, for example remembering what you had for breakfast or what your conversation partner said five minutes ago. This memory is one-shot, so the memory is instantaneously formed and does not require any repetition. Aspects of episodic memory can be transferred into procedural memory: when you learn the name of your new colleague, then this stays an episodic memory for a while, but it becomes procedural/semantic memory after a few repetitions. Sometimes we don't even need repetition, for example when we recognize a face after a single meeting, or when a child acquires new words. But this relies on complicated interaction between the two types of memory that I won't get into here. Usually, we can make a clear distinction. It seems that episodic memory without consciousness is plainly impossible, and I will come back to that.

But consciousness also helps for procedural memory, even though it can be formed from purely unconscious perceptions. First, think of consciousness as giving a boost to the learning rate. I have mentioned before that episodic memory (which requires consciousness) can be transferred into procedural memory during sleep, and this is stronger than the effect of the direct experience alone. You will still not be able to learn the piano in a week, but consciousness probably makes learning faster. Second, as Dehaene explains in his book, you only connect unconscious events with each other if they are simultaneous. This makes sense because unconscious neural activity fades away so quickly. Dehaene describes some classical conditioning experiments similar to Pawlow's dog, where the sound of a bell is associated with receiving food. But if (to stay in the picture) the bell is perceived unconsciously, then the connection is only made if the bell rings while the reward comes (plus/minus at most one second), not if the bell rings a few seconds earlier.

For episodic memory, I think that it is even more closely entangled with consciousness. I believe that the coherent activity of consciousness is exactly the form of neural patterns that can be stored in episodic memory. Thus a conscious perception creates a memory item that can be stored and retrieved later. Let me explain why. A crucial property of memory is pattern completion: that you can retrieve the whole memory pattern from activation of a small part. So the word "croissant" may trigger the image of a croissant, the smell of it, the taste, the texture, and so on. But the same works vice versa. The smell of a croissant also triggers the rest. There is no core of the concept "croissant" that needs to be present in order to trigger the whole concept. For procedural memory, this is not a big deal. Since this memory is formed slowly, there is enough time to nicely embed it into existing structures. But episodic memory is one-shot learning, it needs to be formed in a second. (There is some long-term consolidation later during sleep, but this only shifts the problem: the brain still needs to maintain traces of the pattern for 16 hours.) And it's really hard to embed a complex concept so deep into an existing network that you still have pattern completion. Mind that every change in the brain needs to be cautious, because you have a lot of systems that should still be working after the change. In machine learning, in case of doubt you set your learning rates really low, and that is for the same reason: you don't want to overwrite all the existing functions of your network. And the task is more difficult for more complex patterns. If each neuron represented its own interpretation of reality, then it would be pretty hopeless to encode all this into a retrievable pattern in just one second. But it gets a lot easier if the activity of all neurons throughout your whole brain are highly consistent with each other, and that is precisely what consciousness seems to achieve. This is why I believe that consciousness might create the items that we can store in our episodic memory.

Properties of Consciousness

For an unconscious perception, the main brain activity is in perceptual regions (visual regions for images, auditory regions for sounds, and so on). The signal can travel further into the brain, but only reaches a few regions, and gets weaker and weaker. A conscious perception does not get weaker, it gets stronger as it travels. Dehaene compares unconscious perception with a wave that runs out at the shore, while a conscious perception is like an avalanche that gains momentum. After 400ms, the conscious avalanche has activated large parts of the brain, which Dehaene calls global ignition. Moreover, all the brain parts synchronize, and information flows from all parts into each other. This is not a metaphor, "flow of information" is a well-defined quantity, measured by so-called Granger causality. Granger causality is a useful concept with a terrible name, since it is about a complex form of correlation, and not about causality. Whatever it is, it suggests strongly (without being a proof) that all parts of the brain talk intensively with each other.

Dehaene goes into a lot of details on the exact form of these signals and exchange, but I will cut it short. It all fits very well with the assumption that in a conscious moment, the brain creates a coherent worldview, which we may call "sampling", "coordination", or "creating a memory item". Dehaene compares it with a memo that the CIA prepares for the president: it does not contain all the details of hundreds of subreports, but is a highly condensed summary of the worldview of the CIA. This metaphor expresses nicely how the information is compressed, but mind that it leaves out two aspects. In a conscious moment, information also flows downwards to the low-level areas, and they change their activation patterns to make them compatible. So it is as if all CIA members would read the presidential memo, and start to rewrite their own local reports to match this worldview. (I hope that the CIA doesn't work this way.) Second, in the brain there is no single president to make decisions. There are regions that we call "executive control regions", but they are notoriously hard to pinpoint, and there is no region which is always involved in decisions. It might be more accurate to think of a committee meeting of all brain regions, who discuss and decide on a topic.

Consciousness has a severe disadvantage: it is really slow. A conscious perception takes about half a second, 500ms. This is ages compared to neural transmission speed. If you are shown two images, and you are supposed to pick out the one with the animal, then your eyes start moving to the correct image after 70-100ms. Not with 100% accuracy, but far above chance. In a 100m sprint, you really don't want to wait for 500ms before you start running. Or imagine playing computer games with 2 frames per second, which is NOT FUNNY. So a lot of our everyday life runs on autopilot. This is also the reason why predictions are so important for the brain. Some cool experiments show that when we are shown a surprising image, the time we believe the image to appear is 300ms after it actually appears. But if we can predict the image, there is no such delay, and we perceive the timing correctly.

Consciousness is also exclusive. While a conscious perception is processed (which may consist of several components, like an image and a compatible sound), the activity blocks off other perceptions. They are either missed completely, or can only be processed after the 500ms are over. There is something like a buffer in which a perception can be stored until consciousness is ready again, but it will not be processed before that. (Again, there are cool time perception experiments which show that quite convincingly.) So our consciousness runs at most at 2 perceptions per second, and other than unconscious operations, it can not be parallelized.

Insights Into the Inside

Now that we understand consciousness, we have quite a lot of tests to tell apart conscious from unconscious processing. Indirect clues come from abilities. It seems that working memory requires consciousness, and Dehaene has developed some very detailed tests to decide whether someone is conscious. Not just for fun; he works with patients in long-time coma (more precisely, in vegetative state). Some of them are fully conscious locked-in patients, but this is quite hard to detect. Dehaene has developed tools for detecting traces of consciousness in such patients, and they can predict (to some extent) whether the patients will eventually recover. They are also useful for developing communication devices for locked-in patients. But we can also apply the tests to healthy individuals and see what we get. We are not conscious during anesthesia (what a surprise), but sleeping is already more complicated. Most sleep phases are unconscious. In dream phases (REM sleep), external stimulation usually does not spark consciousness. However, the brain does react like a conscious brain if the stimulus is directly implanted into the brain via magnetic stimulation (TMS). So perhaps we are conscious in dreams, and we are only cut off from outside perception. But it is too early to be certain. Also, although the book does not discuss this point, I wonder whether we are conscious all of our daytime. Probably we don't use the full bandwidth of two conscious perceptions per second the whole day. How conscious are we when we enter the "flow" during a marathon? Can meditation suppress consciousness? I don't know.

A part that really made me think is Dehaene's theory of schizophrenia. I have heard a lot of explanations for schizophrenia, and most of them sound superficially compelling, but collapse pretty quickly when you dig into them. This one... has not collapsed yet, at least not for me. Deahene believes that schizophrenia is what you get if you (partially) lose conscious perceptions. This sounds ridiculous at first, but as always, Dehaene makes it really hard to shrug this off as obvious nonsense. He claims that in order to reach consciousness, a masked signal needs to last "much longer" for schizophrenic patients. I expected that "much longer" means "whatever passes your p-value test", but I looked into the study. It was 90ms versus 59ms. That’s a lot. The maximum of the control group (n=28) was roughly the same as the average of schizophrenic patients (n=28)! And of course, it doesn't stop there. Also for other effects of consciousness, schizophrenics really stick out. (The link is worth clicking!) Dehaene describes how the other neural signatures of consciousness are disturbed or even plainly missing. He describes how schizophrenia can be caused by certain neuro-anatomic damage (in terms of regions and neuron types), which happen to be exactly the type of damage that would impair consciousness. He tells compelling stories on how consciousness would explain the positive and the negative symptoms of schizophrenia. He mentions some weird autoimmune disease which gives you super-strong schizophrenic effects (from hallucinations to paranoia) until you spontaneously lose your consciousness after three weeks and possibly never regain it. I am still cautious about the story, simply because I have a really low prior that we ever find a theory of schizophrenia. But if you hope for such a theory, you should know this candidate.

Conclusion

So consciousness has upsides and downsides. It is really slow, it is exclusive, and it simplifies the world into a highly compressed sample. This can be useful in its own right, for example to make a decision. A lot of information is lost in this process, but apparently the resulting pattern is so simple that it can be processed further. Since all parts of the brain participate in a conscious event, it is also universally available in the brain. Dehaene calls this function the *Global Neuronal Workspace*. Propagating something to consciousness is similar to loading something into a register of a computer, so that it can be processed further. I believe that consciousness is even more, it creates the item in the first place. The item can then be stored and retrieved, and it can be used as input for mental algorithms. Of course, a conscious thought does not need to be triggered from the outside. It can also be the next step of a mental algorithm, like the next thought in a train of thoughts, and it can come (fully or partially) from episodic memory or mental associations. Dehaene adds that due to its simplicity, these memory items can often be expressed in language, and thus they can be transmitted to others. Thus consciousness is probably a necessary factor for the complex language and culture of humans. Necessary, but not sufficient: many animals around us are conscious, too. Humans are special in many ways, but being conscious is not among them.

After reading this long review, does it still make sense to read the book? Yes, absolutely! It describes tons of really fascinating experiments that I had to skip, and it is really pleasant to read. As are other books by Dehaene, especially "Reading in the Brain" and "The Number Sense", which discuss how the brain processes texts and numbers.

Appendix A: The Hard Problem of Consciousness

Do you feel disappointed by the book? At least some people did. When the program ELIZA passed the Turing test, a common reaction was “This is not what we had meant”. Some reactions to this book were similar. Dehaene’s concept of consciousness is much more mundane than the lofty associations that we commonly attach to the word consciousness. But if we actually want to nail it down and get a more substantial definition than “whatever elevates me above mere animal”, then “the thing that happens during conscious perceptions and does not happen during unconscious perceptions” sounds pretty convincing to me. 

But other people think differently. Dehaene was accused of dodging the hard problem of consciousness. This is "the problem of explaining why and how we have qualia or phenomenal experiences. That is to say, it is the problem of why we have personal, first-person experiences, often described as experiences that feel "like something"" (wikipedia link above). Dehaene has been criticized for "dismissing the hard problem in barely over a page of text". For Dehaene, as for other renowned researchers, the problem does not exist, and I share their opinion. But there are equally renowned researchers who accept the problem. Even though the book hardly discusses the topic, I believe that it has implications for the question, and I will explain my point of view below. If you believe in the hard problem of consciousness, then my perspective will probably not convince you otherwise, but it may help to pinpoint further where exactly we disagree.

A sensory input like the color "red" leads to some neural activity. While the neural activity is active, there is some perception of it. There are at least two different ways of phrasing what happens.


	
Classically, we would say that "I" or "the brain" experiences the color red. This is also called a quale, plural qualia. The hard problem of consciousness assumes that this experience is something that goes beyond neural activity. So even if an outsider perfectly knows the neural activity, then this does not give experience. A crucial point of this perspective is that there is an observer, which is usually called "I", and sometimes "my mind" or "my brain".



	
In the book Consciousness Explained, Daniel Dennett argues that a more appropriate description is the multiple drafts model (also called Cartesian theater): the brain is a collection of many different regions, all of which follow their natural task of observing the surrounding neural activity. Each region acts like a little agent with its own perception. The experience is then just the collection of these local experiences.





Critics like John Searle find that the multiple drafts model can't explain why experiences are first-person, i.e., where the "I" comes from. And I think this is precisely the point that Dehaenes's book helps us to understand. My claim is:

Given what we know about consciousness, if we assume the multiple drafts model, then we should naturally expect the subjective perception of a first-person observer.

To explain the claim as clearly as possible, let me take a small detour.

The brain is very good at decomposing the world into units that make sense. For example, when I look out of the window, I automatically decompose the image into several houses, a few people, a dog, and so on. The units can be nested, like a window that is part of a house, and can even overlap. In general, the brain tries to find neat and clean units if possible. An example is our own body. We have a very clear body schema, i.e., we consider our own body as a unit (with various sub-units, of course). My hand is part of my body, the cup of tea in my hand is not. And that makes a lot of sense. On the other hand, qualitatively the difference is not so fundamental. Both the hand and the cup are objects outside of your brain. We can control the hand by sending signals to our joints, and we can control the cup by grasping it, which is also achieved by sending signals to our joints. So it is the same sort of control on a fundamental level. But on any practical level, the difference is huge. Even an alien observer would agree that the decomposition into "your body" versus "not your body" is sensible. However, simple tricks like the rubber hand illusion show that this body schema can be re-learned. So the body schema is a construct that is shared by almost all people (some get it wrong), because it makes so much sense, both to us and to alien observers.

What would an alien observer say about the neural activity in our brain? There are a lot of different brain areas with different functional rules. Sometimes a few areas interact with each other, and our visual system may activate our motor control system without much other brain areas involved. A lot of neurons plainly contradict each other. Perhaps the alien would conclude that the subunits have a lot more descriptive power than just the coarse category "brain". So it might decide to describe it as Cartesian theater. But now imagine that the alien is only allowed to observe the brain *in conscious moments*. As we have learned, in these moments all regions of the brain have agreed on the same interpretation of the world. In the theater picture, the alien would only observe the actors at times when they all speak in a perfect chorus. In this case, it might conclude that the sub-units are not so important, and that the chorus is much more important than its part.

I think this is precisely where our concept of "my mind" comes from. Remember that our episodic memory might be exclusively formed from conscious moments, and also implicit learning gets a strong boost from consciousness. So when "we" (our brain, or the actors in the Cartesian theater) learn a "mind schema", then this is based on the conscious moments, not on the activities in between. On this basis, it makes sense to merge all our neural activity into a single unit, which we call "I" or "my mind". Just as we form the concept of "my body", but even stronger, since we never "observe" different parts of our mind to be incoherent or even independent. Once the concept of "I" is formed, any conscious perception is connected with the "I" unit, so a conscious perception of the color red is translated into "The neural activity of the myself-unit represents the color red", which in common terms is "I experience the color red".

Appendix B: Are Robots Conscious?

Are babies, animals, or robots conscious? For babies, yes, they are conscious. Their consciousness is 3 times slower than that of adults, which probably has purely physical reasons. The cables in the baby brain are not isolated. The isolation just doesn't fit into the baby skull. Unisolated fibers have lower transmission speed. The isolation is added later in several surges, the last and most drastic of which happens during puberty. Be patient with your babies and kids, and yes, even with your teens.

A lot of animals are conscious, too. For mammals, it looks like a universal Yes. We have pretty clear evidence of consciousness from apes, monkeys, dolphins, rats and mice, some of which came after Dehaene's book. The question becomes trickier as animals become more different from humans, since the brains become more different, and we are more and more forced to rely on indirect clues. For an octopus, where most of its neural power is dispersed over its arms, the behavior suggests that the answer is still yes, but neural signatures can no longer be taken as confirmation, and a lot of tests don't work anymore. And for robots, neural signatures don't help at all. Dehaene has no doubt that we can eventually build robots which are conscious in exactly the same way as humans are, but even if true, that doesn't tell us whether my laptop, GPT-3, or R2-D2 are conscious.

But do we have to rely on neural signatures? Can't we generalize and define it by the all-parts-talk-to-each-other-and-there-is-great-coherence-and-Granger-causality-thingy? So if a robot satisfies this criteria, is it/s/he conscious? The book only touches this question lightly, but I'll add a few of my own thoughts. Since the question about robots can become confusing, let me instead discuss the obvious alternative question if and when the Swiss canton of Glarus is conscious.

Switzerland is a successful little country in Europe, and it may have the weirdest political system that you have ever heard of. After each election, the government is formed from all parties in the parliament, more or less proportional to the number of seats. (It has only seven members, so small parties are left out.) Currently, the government consists of two members from the social democrats, two from the liberal party, one from the moderate rights, and two from the far right party.

Switzerland is an egalitarian society. It doesn't have a capital city because the Swiss didn't want to single out a city. Bern is the seat of government, close enough. Switzerland also doesn't have a head of state like the Queen, which is slightly awkward since the country can't make official state visits. (But the Swiss prefer anyway not to interact too much with other countries. They pondered 50 years before joining the UNO in 2002.) Switzerland also doesn't have a head of government. The closest thing is the mostly empty title "Bundespräsident", which rotates annually among the members of government. The title always goes to the member who hasn't held it for the longest time. (There are tie-breaking rules in case several members of the government never had it.) But the Bundespräsident doesn't really have additional power.

For such an egalitarian country, it is not surprising that Switzerland is federal, it consists of 26 cantons (similar to US states, just smaller). Of course, every canton can make its own laws, and most cantons have parliaments for that. But the canton Glarus, with a tiny population of 12,000, does not have a parliament. Instead, they have a Landsgemeinde: once a year, the citizens of Glarus assemble at a big open space, and decide jointly on new laws, the tax rates for the next year, and important offices like judges. Every citizen can rise to speak on any of the discussed items, and can propose changes (which even go through sometimes).

I hope you see the analogy to consciousness. Once a year, the Landsgemeinde creates a coherent state among its citizens. Communication is open from everyone to everyone, until a common ground is found, and a decision is made which is compulsory for everyone. You could even say that the Landsgemeinde creates a permanent and consistent "memory" since its decisions become codified law.

So should we say that the canton of Glarus becomes conscious once a year? Probably... not. There are similarities, and after reading this review you might understand what I mean if I call the Landsgemeinde a conscious event of Glarus. But in any other context, I would just cause utter confusion. More importantly, it goes against the intuitive meaning of consciousness for 99% of the people. So if we want to describe the concept of "all-parts-communicate-and-are-coherent-and-Granger-causal", then we should better invent a new name for it. Actually, there have been attempts to formalize and measure this, most famously the Integrated Information Theory (IIT) by Giulio Tononi. But the hope that this could give a formal definition of consciousness has the same problem as the idea that the Landsgemeinde is conscious. In a great rebuttal, Scott Aaronson has discussed the idea that IIT captures consciousness, and concluded that it "is wrong — demonstrably wrong, for reasons that go to its core. [This] puts it in something like the top 2% of all mathematical theories of consciousness ever proposed. Almost all competing theories of consciousness, it seems to me, have been so vague, fluffy, and malleable that they can only aspire to wrongness."

So we have little hope to capture consciousness in a nice mathematical theory. But why would we even want this? One motivation comes from the idea that conscious beings are qualitatively different from others, and deserve human rights, or robot rights. But consciousness is a terrible indicator for that. There is no magic ingredient, no godly spark in consciousness. It’s nothing special. Or at least it is much more widespread among species than generally assumed, and it means a lot less than philosophers often make out of it. (To be fair, they might be talking about a different concept than “having conscious perceptions”. But I think Dehaene has the better claim on the term consciousness.) At least for me, this approach to ethics seems to be a dead end, and the question of consciousness of robots has become a lot more boring after reading this book. Robots won't be conscious in the exact same way as we are. They might be “conscious” in a fascinating different way, but that seems to become a matter of definition and taste, not a matter of insight. So we should not base our treatment of robots on the question whether they are conscious. 

I would guess that the same problems will arise with other concepts like meta-cognition or self-consciousness, once we properly understand them. I don't have an alternative solution, but just a prediction: in the end, these discussions will not matter, because whether robots will be granted robot rights (assuming they don't just seize it) depends on whether and how people will subjectively perceive them as intelligent personalities. I doubt that any theory on this issue can win a political fight against the feelings of people.
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Cracks in the Ivory Tower: The Moral Mess of Higher Education

I. Neither Gremlins Nor Poltergeists

Gremlins are mischievous little creatures with sharp teeth that like to break your stuff when you’re not looking. An even more nefarious creature is the poltergeist, an incorporeal spirit that terrorizes people by slamming doors and throwing objects. Throughout history and across different cultures, people have shown their propensity to believe in different unseen forces like spirits, demons, monsters and conspirators. If you’ve spent a few minutes reading the news, you know that people are also very willing to attribute bad outcomes to nefarious actors inside of institutions.

Cracks in the Ivory Tower takes a different approach to explaining the failures of higher education. Philosopher Jason Brennan of Georgetown University and Phillip Magness of the American Institute for Economic Research believe that the current failures of education are largely a consequence of bad incentives rather than gremlins and poltergeists. In this context, gremlins are corporeal individuals—such as the Koch brothers or George Soros—who are hurting higher education to achieve their own sinister ends. Poltergeists are intellectual movements such as neoliberalism or social justice. Despite being averse to attributing the state of higher education to intentional wickedness, the authors are extremely critical of the system:


From a business ethics standpoint, the average university makes Enron look pretty good. Universities’ problems are deep and fundamental: Most academic marketing is semi-fraudulent, grading is largely nonsense, students don’t study or learn much, students cheat frequently, liberal arts education fails because it presumes a false theory of learning, professors and administrators waste students’ money and time in order to line their own pockets, everyone engages in self-righteous moral grandstanding to disguise their selfish cronyism, professors pump out unemployable graduate students into oversaturated academic job markets for self-serving reasons, and so on.



To understand why things are so awful, we have to understand what the relevant actors—faculty, students and administration—want out of our education system and why they want it. The university is not a single entity that has a desire for creating knowledge or maximizing profit. It’s best thought of as a complicated network of actors with their own goals and motivations.

Above all else, the faculty would like to have a job, preferably the highly sought-after tenure track position. Many will end up settling for less desirable positions such as adjunct lecturer, a position with worse pay and more job instability. The people who want to secure a faculty position at a university are typically PhD graduates, who are hard-working and intelligent nerds who have a deep interest in their field of study and want to continue studying it for the rest of their life. These people love learning and knowledge, but they are also like the rest of us; they like money, fame and status.

Professors usually make good money. According to the American Association of University Professor’s 2017-2018 Annual Report, full professors averaged $104,280, associate professors averaged $81,274, and assistant professors averaged $70,791. There is a large amount of variation between disciplines, but becoming a professor is unlikely to be the most lucrative option for a person intelligent and conscientious enough to complete a PhD. Aspiring professors value the freedom to research topics that interest them without being told specifically what to research by a corporation or government. When professors devote a great deal of their life to a topic they find important, they like to receive some appreciation and recognition for their accomplishments.

Your average student is not so concerned with the love of knowledge or acquiring fame and status in an academic discipline. What students want is a credential that grants them access to more desirable and lucrative careers. They usually care about this credential even more than they care about learning. Students usually celebrate when the professor cancels class. Students want less academic work and more time to play while they are young, healthy, immature and in an environment that makes socializing extremely easy. We really shouldn’t be too surprised that students spend more time on leisure than they do on their academic work (Arum and Roksa 2011, 59, 120, 135).

What administrators want most of all is a promotion to get more money, prestige and power. To achieve these ends, they want to hire more people for their department. There is empirical support for the claim that—similarly to how firms can be seen as profit maximizers—university departments can be seen as budget maximizers (Kress 1989; Ginsberg 2011). To preserve their job, administrators want to appear not only useful but busy as well. They also prefer to have more non-tenured professors around to get fired before them in the case of a budget cut.

II. Negligent Advertising

A university’s wealth and status are a function of the students who enroll in the university. This gives administrators a strong incentive to make sure that they get students, especially talented ones, enrolled at their university. A good way to do this is with advertising. While companies like to explain why their product is the fastest, most effective and most beautiful, universities like to take a different approach. They go a lot further in claiming that you will be transformed into a newer, better and more enlightened version of yourself.

The Yale University website says that they are “committed to the idea of a liberal arts education through which students think and learn across disciplines, liberating or freeing the mind to its fullest potential.” The Princeton University website claims that “By exploring issues, ideas and methods across the humanities and the arts, and the natural and social sciences, you will learn to read critically, write cogently and think broadly.” At the time of writing, the James Madison University website claimed: “Engaged learning happens everywhere at JMU. Every discussion. Every lab. Every study group. Every team project. Every interaction with a professor.” Universities of various levels of prestige, all across the country make extremely bold claims about the powerful transformative effects of their courses.

Universities claim that liberal arts education has a myriad of extremely positive effects. Amherst College claims that “A liberal-arts education develops an individual’s potential for understanding possibilities, perceiving consequences, creating novel connections and making life-altering choices. It fosters innovative and critical thinking as well as strong writing and speaking skills.” At the time of writing, the Montclair State University website claimed that studying liberal arts “prepares you for a career by instilling … the intellectual skills of critical thinking, analysis of information, and effective expression of ideas.” At the time of writing, Park University claimed that “Liberal studies can, in fact, free a person from ignorance, prejudice and apathy. A liberal arts education equips students with an appreciation for critical inquiry and independent thought and reasoning.”

If you picked up a self-development book that said it’ll free you from “ignorance, prejudice and apathy,” you’d probably roll your eyes. These are seriously impressive claims. When it’s a $7.99 self-help book, it’s not such a big deal if some people are duped—but universities are tens of thousands and sometimes hundreds of thousands of dollars. The authors ask you to imagine a pharmaceutical company that made the same claims as universities all across the nation.


Imagine if the pharmaceutical giant Pfizer placed the following advertisement: Introducing Collegra! Collegra is a drug unlike any other. If you take Collegra 256 times a year for four years, Collegra will improve your critical reasoning, moral reasoning, analytic, and quantitative skills. It will transform you into a better person with a global mindset. It will make you able to face any challenge. It will prepare you for any job. It will dramatically improve your cognitive skills. It will make you score higher on standardized tests, such as the LSAT or GMAT. Furthermore, it will help you make more money! Indeed, Collegra users, on average, earn an extra million dollars of lifetime income compared to nonusers.

The cost of Collegra varies from person to person. Collegra is not covered by your insurance. Pfizer charges rich kids and foreign students on government grants $60,000 a year. But if you can’t afford Collegra, Pfizer may be able to help. Some satisfied previous Collegra users have generously provided us with funds to help new users.

Warning: Taking Collegra is more like undergoing chemotherapy than taking a pill. Users need to spend at least thirty hours a week for thirty weeks a year over four years for it to be effective. Most users will be unable to work at a job while taking Collegra.

Side effects include increased tendency to engage in binge drinking and to acquire tens of thousands of dollars in debt.



Now imagine that Pfizer has conducted no clinical trials, no randomized experiments, and no elaborate statistical analyses to tease out the effects of Collegra. And that the only evidence that they have is simple statistics comparing users of Collegra with non-users and that Pfizer is careful in ensuring that the only people who are allowed to take Collegra are those that are above average in the skills it is designed to boost. Would this sort of advertising be ethical? The US government wouldn’t deem it ethical because Pfizer would be engaging in negligent advertising:


Negligent advertising: Selling a product based on the claim that the product delivers certain benefits, despite lacking evidence that the product, in fact, delivers those benefits.



It would be much more understandable, although still not ethical, to give Pfizer a pass on Collegra if it only cost a few dollars. But in our hypothetical, Collegra is tens of thousands of dollars. If a university wants to make claims like Pfizer is making, they need to do their due diligence in ensuring that what they are saying or implying in their advertisements is true. Universities have failed to do this. Differences in outcomes may actually be a result of what is called a selection effect.

If you want to claim that your intervention is effective at creating a change, you need a random sample. Selection effects occur when your sample is not actually random because of the process of obtaining your data. In this case, the more intelligent and conscientious high school students choose to attend college. An even more intelligent and conscientious subset finishes college. The fact that college graduates are successful after college doesn’t necessarily mean that college made them more successful.

The model of education which believes that education is mostly about giving you skills that make you more productive in the workplace, allowing you to earn a higher wage, is called the human capital model. The idea that businesses hire college graduates more mostly because they have the traits that are desirable regardless of college but just use the credential of education as evidence of the fact is called the signaling theory of education. The best defense of the signaling theory of education is arguably George Mason University economist Bryan Caplan’s The Case Against Education. Caplan argues that education is roughly 80 percent signaling of intelligence, conscientiousness and conformity.

An important argument for the signaling model is that students don’t see substantial improvements in their academic skills. In Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses, Richard Arum and Joseph Roksa sought to figure out how much students were learning on campus. Brennan and Magness describe this book as a “treasure trove of depressing statistics.” Using a test called the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), the authors evaluated the degree to which students improved in the “core outcomes espoused by all of higher education—critical thinking, analytical reasoning, problem solving, and writing,” which are the “broad competences that are mentioned in college”(Arum and Roksa 2011, 21).

According to Arum and Ruska, “At least 45 percent of students in [their] sample did not demonstrate any statistically significant improvement in CLA performance during the first two years of college” (Arum and Roksa 2011, 121). Of the students who did see an improvement, the gains were modest. Even if students are able to successfully increase their knowledge and skills, there is little reason to think this will last very long. Memory and skills decay quickly without reinforcement. The authors described their findings:


[M]any students are not only failing to complete educational credentials, they are also not learning much, even when they persist through higher education. In general, as we have shown, undergraduates are barely improving their CLA- measured skills in critical thinking, complex reasoning, and writing during their first two years of college. Even more disturbingly, almost half are demonstrating no appreciable gain in these skills between the beginning of their freshman year and the end of their sophomore year.

In addition to limited growth, learning in higher education is also unequal. Students from less educated families and racial/ethnic minority groups have low levels of skills in critical thinking, complex reasoning, and writing (as measured by the CLA) when they enter college. These inequalities are largely preserved—or in the case of African-American students, exacerbated—as students progress on their journey through higher education (Arum and Roksa 2011, 54).



Some argue that rather than giving students knowledge about liberal arts specifically, teaching students in humanities teaches students how to think. It develops critical thinking skills generally through a process called transfer of learning. Caplan explains that over a century of study has gone into transfer of learning and psychologists’ chief discovery has been “Education is narrow. As a rule, students only learn the material you specifically teach them ...if you’re lucky” (Caplan 2018, 50). Furthermore, according to psychologist Robert Haskell:


Despite the importance of transfer of learning, research findings over the past nine decades clearly show that as individuals, and as educational institutions, we have failed to achieve transfer of learning on any significant level (Haskell 2001, xiii).



According to psychologist Douglas Detterman:


Transfer has been studied since the turn of the [twentieth] century. Still, there is very little empirical evidence showing meaningful transfer to occur and much less evidence for showing it under experimental control (Deterrman 1993, 21).



Terry Hyland and Steve Johnson believe:


On the basis of the available evidence, however, drawn from many very different disciplines, we believe that the pursuit of [general transferable] skills is a chimera- hunt, an expensive and disastrous exercise in futility (Hyland and Johnson 2006).



It appears that the claims made by many universities in their advertising are false or misleading. At the bare minimum, it would appear there is insufficient support for the empirical claims that are made. Universities have not done their due diligence to verify the veracity of their claims, but they continue to profit from misleading advertisements.

III. Poor Measures: Student Evaluations and Grades

Another moral failure of higher education is the use of inadequate and misleading measures. Colleges make decisions, including promotion and hiring, based on student evaluations of teaching (SETs) which they should know are not adequate measures of teaching proficiency. Nearly all universities use these tests (Emery, Kramer, and Tian 2001, 37). If you are going to make important decisions that impact your employees’ lives, it is very important to make them based on legitimate criteria.

Student teaching evaluations present questions about the performance of a teacher with verbal descriptions. These verbal descriptions are converted to a number to be averaged across a class, but we don’t know exactly how to interpret these numerical values. Regardless, a recent meta-analysis concluded that “[S]tudents do not learn more from professors with higher student evaluation of teaching (SET) ratings” (Uttl, White, and Wong Gonzalez 2017, 40). The authors write:


[W]hen [previous analyses that apparently showed a large effect size] include both multisection studies with and without prior learning/ability controls, the estimate SET/learning correlations are very weak with SET ratings accounting for up to 1% of variance in learning/achievement measures. . . . [W]hen only those multisection studies that controlled for prior learning/achievement are included in the analyses, the SET/learning correlations are not significantly different from zero (Uttl et al. 2017, 38).



In another comprehensive meta-analysis of forty-two studies that try to measure student learning and student evaluations, D. E. Clayson does find a positive correlation, but it was not statistically different from zero (Clayson 2009, 21-22).


As statistical sophistication has increased over time, the reported learning/SET relationship has generally become more negative. Almost 40 years have passed since the positive result in Sullivan and Skanes’ (1974) study was obtained. No study could be found after 1990 that showed a positive significant relationship between learning and the SET (Clayson 2009, 28).



If SETs are not measuring teaching quality, then what are they measuring? In the “Dr. Fox” experiment, researchers had a charismatic lecturer discuss a nonsensical lecture entitled “Mathematical Game Theory and Its Application to Physical Education.” Participants rated the lecture highly (Naftulin, Ware, and Donnelly 1973). Later research corroborates the idea that highly entertaining professors who tell jokes receive higher marks (Granzin and Painter 1973). Unsurprisingly, charisma is an important factor in student evaluations (Murray 1983). The evidence suggests that the SET is more about personality than it is about how well a professor is teaching the students.

Grade point average (GPA) is another measure that suffers from similar problems. Some professors grade on a curve—a relative position compared to students—while some professors measure without regard to other students’ scores. But just like SETs, grades suffer from ambiguity in the measure. Different professors mean different things when they give a specific grade and different professors will evaluate students differently. Like students, professors will be subject to certain biases unrelated to the quality of the work. Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner describe the research on consistency:


[Educational psychologist W. C.] Eells investigated the consistency of individual teachers’ grading by asking 61 teachers to grade the same history and geography papers twice—the second time 11 wk after the first. He concluded that “variability of grading is about as great in the same individual as in groups of different individuals” and that, after analysis of reliability coefficients, assignment of scores amounted to “little better than sheer guesses.” Similar problems in marking reliability have been observed in higher education environments, although the degree of reliability varies dramatically, likely due to differences in instructor training, assessment type, grading system, and specific topic assessed. Factors that occasionally influence an instructor’s scoring of written work include the penmanship of the author, sex of the author, ethnicity of the author, level of experience of the instructor, order in which the papers are reviewed, and even the attractiveness of the author. (Schinske and Tanner 2014)



Students can receive or lose scholarships and jobs on the basis of grades that are not consistent in their meaning. Students attend different universities with different professors and take different classes with different levels of difficulty and are often graded on relative scales with different students. These different classes with different professors are then aggregated into one single number which is supposed to be representative of a student’s academic performance. Employment, scholarship and educational opportunities are made based on this measure.

A further complicating issue is that of grade inflation. The authors expected to find evidence of grading becoming easier, but that is not what they found. To prove there is grade inflation, one needs to show that GPAs have been increasing over time faster than the quality of students’ work. And yet, this has not been done. The authors are concerned that decisions about student quality are made based on a widely held belief that grade inflation is indeed happening, but there isn’t empirical evidence to support this.

IV. Disguised Self-Interest

There was a website called "Who’s Driving You? which documented safety incidents with Uber and Lyft drivers. It would appear that someone was documenting these incidents as a public awareness campaign out of an interest in the greater good. It wasn’t the case. It was run by a group called the Taxicab, Limousine, & Paratransit Association (TLPA). We can be skeptical of their motives especially given that they did not provide comparative data for taxis. It seems the goal was to preserve the economic interest of the entrenched businesses.

Kevin Simler and Robin Hanson explain in their book The Elephant in the Brain that humans have a strong tendency to engage in self-deception about their own motivations. Even in the case of charity, people often give opportunistically; they give when they will be recognized for their giving and in a less than optimal way because it makes them feel good. The effective altruism movement is a response to this widespread tendency to give less than optimally. It’s possible the TLPA was concerned about safety, but perhaps they were deluding themselves to justify their actions. Maybe they didn’t care about the truth at all.

Examples of self-interest disguising itself are everywhere. Brennan and Magness believe that there is a general education hustle; the required courses for undergraduate students are required because they benefit the departments teaching them rather than because they benefit the students taking the courses. For an illustration of the problem, imagine that the American Medical Association wants to reduce the widespread poor handwriting of doctors. A good justification would be that poor handwriting results in misreported vital statistics and incorrect dosages of drugs (Cheeseman and Boon 2001; Lyons et al. 1998; Rodríguez-Vera et al. 1995; Goldsmith 1976).

Imagine that the AMA requires a one-semester calligraphy course to obtain a medical license. As a result, universities begin offering calligraphy courses and opening calligraphy departments, creating a large demand for calligraphy professors. This large demand for calligraphy professors drives demand for MFA programs in calligraphy, which calligraphy professors lobby for in order to expand their departments and funding.

However, after all of the penmanship courses, there is no discernible difference between physicians’ handwriting and the issue of poor penmanship persists. Some call for the calligraphy requirement to be cut, but the entire structure has already entrenched itself. Many professors and administrators have jobs that are contingent on the requirement, and so they exert a great deal of pressure to continue the program. In fact, they suggest that a single calligraphy course is insufficient. It is necessary to add another to see an improvement. These faculty would be engaging in what is called rent-seeking—they are trying to rig the rules of the game to give themselves a special advantage at the expense of others.

There are certain disciplines—notably English—in which the number of PhDs is growing faster than the academic market can absorb. Many graduates will be left without employment. Since administrators and faculty like having more people in their department and students want jobs, there is pressure to expand English departments and other departments with an excess of PhDs by creating more general education requirements. These requirements are supposed to be in the self-interest of the students, but they mainly serve the interest of the faculty.

Recall the study by sociologists Richard Arum and Joseph Roksa on student learning. They studied student learning during the first two years of college—the time in which the writing requirements are most commonly taken. The authors didn’t find a meaningful change in critical thinking, complex reasoning or writing skill. In these categories, the average student in the fall of 2005 showed a 7 percent increase by the end of the spring of 2007. The gains were negligible (Arum and Roksa 2011, 35– 36). A 2008 survey found “very little rigorous research analyzing [remedial college education’s] effectiveness” (Levin and Calgano 2008).

Another example of a general education requirement is foreign language requirements. Unfortunately, among American adults, fewer than 2.5 percent claim that they can speak a foreign language “very well” or “well” because of their coursework (Caplan 2018, 48). And it should be noted that people likely have an inflated sense of their ability to speak a foreign language (Caplan 2018, 48).

Another argument would be that it is beneficial to expose students to topics because the students might take a serious interest in one of them and consider pursuing that field as a career. Because general education requirements are mostly humanities classes, the extent to which you think this is good might depend on how favorably you view a humanities major compared to science and technology majors. There are likely better ways of exposing students to a variety of subjects. For example, 32 single-week courses across different disciplines might be a more efficient way to expose students to a larger number of subjects. This approach may achieve similar ends with less of an opportunity cost in terms of money and time. Any time spent in an uninteresting and unessential general education course is time not spent in a student’s major or taking electives.

Faculty that benefit from general education requirements could be well-meaning and truly believe that they are doing some good. But for reasons of power, prestige, and money, they are incentivized to manipulate the system to get students into their department. When the courses fail to have the desired benefit, they can petition for more courses.

Just as departments want to grow with more undergraduate students, departments also want talented PhD students who are going to achieve tenure-track roles in academia. The individual PhD student is an odd case; they are typically very intelligent and hardworking people who want to take a huge chance for the ability to research what interests them. Many students are likely overly optimistic about their likelihood of getting a professorship. While graduate students often know the market is bad, it’s either not easy or straightforward to figure out exactly how bad the market is and estimate their chances would be of getting a professorship.


Many graduate departments do not keep, let alone publicize, data about how their students perform on the academic job market. They often list recent graduates who found a job, but fail to mention the students who did not. They often mention students’ current positions, but fail to mention how long it took them to get those full-time jobs. They often list where students got jobs, but neglect to mention whether such jobs are tenure-track, full-time but not tenure-track, short-term visiting, or mere adjuncting.



Faculty want to advise PhD students and spread their ideas through them. Teaching PhD students is more fun than undergraduates because they usually care much more about the topic and the professor likely finds teaching higher-level courses more interesting. Graduate students can assist professors with research and more annoying tasks like grading papers or holding office hours. Adding graduate programs can justify increasing salaries, hiring more faculty, and creating lecture positions that allow more time for research. Faculty has an incentive to keep their poor-placing departments alive and administrators benefit from larger departments in terms of budget and pay.

We can blame the students and say that it’s not the professor’s responsibility to ensure they get a job or know their chances. Or we can blame the faculty and administrators; students don’t know their chances and the faculty is supposed to mentor them. One could argue it is wrong to take on students who will almost certainly fail. Regardless of who is to blame, the system will perpetuate itself because of the poor incentives in place. Departments will continue trying to expand and get more graduate students, even if it is not worthwhile for the students.

V. Cheaters, Cheaters Everywhere

Undergraduates cheat often; probably more than you would expect. Most cheat at least once and many, about 20 to 40 percent, cheat repeatedly (McCabe, Butterfield, and Treviño 2017, 58; Lang 2013, 15–16). Some writers have attributed this to “consumer mentality” and “outcomes-oriented neoliberalism.” The authors don’t want to attribute things to these sorts of poltergeists. They believe that students cheat because “they’re bad at time management, because they expect it to work, because they reasonably expect to not get caught, and because they believe their peers also cheat.” When a student’s classmates cheat, it incentives them to cheat.

Since nowhere near all of the students who cheat are caught, a lot of data on cheating is self-reported. Surveys of this kind suffer from what is called “social desirability bias”—people will either lie or delude themselves into thinking that they cheat less than they do. This is another example of the elephant in the brain. We would expect that surveys would give a lower bound with the true number being far higher.


The most comprehensive and controlled surveys on cheating come from William Bowers’s 1962–1963 work, along with Donald McCabe and his coauthors’ subsequent replications. Here, we’ll present the summary McCabe, Butterfield, and Treviño offer in their most recent book (McCabe et al. 2017, 58).

Table 9.1 displays the percent of students at universities that lack a strong honor code system who admit to having engaged in various forms of academic dishonesty at least once in their undergraduate careers.
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Students with lower GPAs and students with very high GPAs are more inclined to cheat (McCabe et al. 2017, 83–84). Students in professional schools and preprofessional majors cheat more than students in liberal arts, social science or science majors (McCabe et al. 2017, 161). What makes these students cheat? James Lang argues that there are four basic factors:


1. A heavy emphasis on performance: The more students are pressured to excel, the more they cheat.

2. High stakes: When individual projects, papers, and tests are worth a high percentage of a grade, students cheat more. Students cheat more when given one large assignment rather than many small assignments.

3. Extrinsic motivation: If students don’t care about the skill or knowledge being tested for its own sake, but instead just need the grade to pass the class, they cheat more. The more they care about grades for their own sake, the more they cheat.

4. Low expectation of success: Students who think they need to cheat to do well cheat more (Lang 2013, 35).



It’s very tempting to cast judgment on students that cheat, but if almost everyone else is cheating, then going with the group appears rational and becomes more morally ambiguous. Of course, it depends on how grades are determined. Many classes grade on a curve. By not cheating—a student may end up making the grade unjust because others were afforded an advantage. From a game theory perspective, we could see how this could result in rampant cheating; one student cheats cause he thinks others are cheating, and so other students get the impression that students are cheating, and they decide to cheat as well, and so on.


To illustrate with the most dramatic example, imagine a course graded on a curve rather than an absolute scale. The curve turns grades into zero-sum competition among the students. One student’s grade can rise only if another student’s grade falls. Suppose Kevin has no choice but to take this course. (Perhaps the course is a general education requirement, or perhaps it is now too late for him to drop it.) Imagine that cheating is widespread in this particular class. In fact, every other student, except Kevin, cheats. The professor and the administration are unable or unwilling to stop the cheating. Suppose also that cheaters routinely do better gradewise than noncheaters.

Suppose Kevin knows that if he tries to keep his hands clean and just does his best without cheating, his grade will suffer. The cheaters— the kids with the crib sheets— have an advantage over the noncheaters, just as defectors in the prisoner’s dilemma get an advantage over the cooperators. Since the course is curved, the better others do, the worse Kevin does. The curve means their cheating does not simply improve their grades, it also lowers Kevin’s grade. Suppose in a classroom devoid of cheating, Kevin would earn a B, but in this cheater-inundated class, he will earn at most a C unless he also cheats.

In this case, it’s not clear if we should blame or condemn Kevin should he choose to cheat. Through no fault of his own, he is stuck inside a corrupt academic system. He faces a prisoner’s dilemma where he knows ahead of time the other players are going to cheat (Table 9.3).

In this class, if Kevin cheats, he does not thereby disadvantage or take advantage of competing students. He does not impose harm on innocent people. Instead, he levels the playing field. Kevin cheats in self-defense. Kevin does not take unfair advantage of others. Rather, when he cheats, his cheating brings the world closer to the outcome that would have resulted if others had acted rightly. The other students threaten him with their cheating behavior, and by cheating, Kevin prevents them from harming him.

When others are playing by the rules, we have good moral reasons to play by the rules as well. However, if others are committed to not playing by the rules, and if playing by the rules then just makes us suckers who will be exploited, then we sometimes lose our obligation to play by the rules. We could not demand that Kevin remain honest when, through no fault of his own, he is stuck in a situation where honesty will just make him a victim of dishonest people. Kevin has a moral duty to be honest to those who deserve his honesty, not an absolute moral duty to be honest no matter what.

We would not go further and argue that Kevin has a duty to cheat, or that it would be wrong for him not to cheat. In fact, it may be admirable and praiseworthy for Kevin to take the high ground and refuse to cheat, despite the costs, simply because he is not the kind of person who cheats on a test. If Kevin takes a stand against cheating, bearing all the costs, he might deserve our admiration. Our point here is just that if he decides to cheat like the others, he does not deserve blame.



This is an extreme case, but the more that reality looks like Kevin’s case, the more excusable it is to cheat. The more that a grade is relative and others are cheating, the more it is like self-defense and not hurting other innocents. Some have critiqued curves for the reason that it incentivizes the failure of other students. We can’t be certain how like Kevin’s case the average student is. Many students claim that they do not cheat but believe that others engage in cheating at a rate 200% - 1000% higher (Fish and Hura 2013) than the students claim. Other studies have similar findings (Greene and Saxe 1992). Students should not have to worry about their colleagues cheating and professors should take more steps to prevent this sort of behavior.

VI. Who is to Blame?

Many attribute the problems of higher education to three powerful forces: the corporatization of higher education, neoliberal ideology and the threat of impending technological disruption. The corporatization narrative says that the bad outcomes in higher education are a result of profit-seeking behavior.


The theory of the corporate poltergeist purports to explain university spending priorities, hiring practices, student recruitment, curricular decisions, campus amenities, and above all administrative growth (Tuchman 2009).



This is a misunderstanding of incentives and institutions. Universities function more like government agencies than corporations. The breakdown of the profit mechanism comes from three aspects of university operations (Buchanan and Devletoglou 1970). First, the consumers are not the direct purchasers; there is public aid, scholarships, student loans, parents and subsidies. Students lack as much incentive to search for the best deal and the pricing is not so clear-cut regardless.

Second, the producers are not the sellers. The faculty depends on administrators for a great deal of the work including recruiting students, compliance with regulations, university finances and operating facilities. This lessens the incentive to prioritize student education because professors want to research rather than teach. Third, the university is not owned by faculty or administrators. Public universities are owned by the state and private colleges are run by the board of trustees. Rather than behaving like a profit-maximizing corporation, universities behave like government agencies with the same issues: “budgetary misallocation and waste, growing or bloated administrative staffs, redundant functions, inefficiency, and poor customer service.”

Another poltergeist is neoliberalism. One adherent to the viewpoint that neoliberalism is ruining education, critical theorist Henry Giroux, describes the problem:


Unapologetic in its implementation of austerity measures that cause massive amounts of human hardship and suffering, neoliberal capitalism consolidates class power on the backs of young people, workers, and others marginalized by class, race, and ethnicity. . . . [N]eoliberalism has wrested itself free of any regulatory controls while at the same time removing economics from any consideration of social costs, ethics, or social responsibility. Since the economic collapse of 2008– 2009, it has become increasingly evident that neoliberalism’s only imperatives are profits and growing investments in global power structures unmoored from any form of accountable, democratic governance (Giroux 2014, 156).



What is meant by neoliberalism isn’t always so clear. People don’t typically describe themselves as neoliberal and it seems to encompass an extremely large array of beliefs. If we don’t have a clear definition, it’s hard to rigorously study trends in neoliberal ideology. Brennan and Magnus argue that if neoliberal ideology is a major issue in higher education we should be able to do the following:


1. Identify who the neoliberals are.

2. Determine exactly when neoliberals first appeared and track their growth, especially in positions of power.

3. Show that bad events started to happen at higher rates when the neoliberals appeared or when neoliberal ideology took over.

4. Find some causal mechanism that explains how the neoliberals brought about those bad events.



It would appear there are more people decrying neoliberalism than there are people describing themselves as neoliberal. Academia is famously left-leaning and has been shifting leftward over the past twenty years. Since 2000, the proportion of conservatives and moderates has been declining.
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One possible argument is that the influence is coming from the administration, but this lacks evidence as well. Evidence actually points to administrators being more left of center. In 2018, political scientist Samuel Abrams published an article in the New York Times entitled “Think Professors Are Liberal? Try School Administrators” in which he describes just how left-leaning the administration is:


Intrigued by this phenomenon, I recently surveyed a nationally representative sample of roughly 900 “student-facing” administrators — those whose work concerns the quality and character of a student’s experience on campus. I found that liberal staff members outnumber their conservative counterparts by the astonishing ratio of 12-to-one. Only 6 percent of campus administrators identified as conservative to some degree, while 71 percent classified themselves as liberal or very liberal. It’s no wonder so much of the nonacademic programming on college campuses is politically one-sided.

The 12-to-one ratio of liberal to conservative college administrators makes them the most left-leaning group on campus. In previous research, I found that academic faculty report a six-to-one ratio of liberal to conservative professors. Incoming first-year students, by contrast, reported less than a two-to-one ratio of liberals to conservatives, according to a 2016 finding by the Higher Education Research Institute. It appears that a fairly liberal student body is being taught by a very liberal professoriate — and socialized by an incredibly liberal group of administrators.



A further issue with the neoliberal claim is that university degrees aren’t optimized for industry jobs. The idea is that there is a disregard for the humanities in order to emphasize technology and science to cater to the profit-seeking mindset. Recall the previous discussion regarding the general education hustle; certain majors, especially humanities, are able to effectively lobby for general education requirements. In chapter 8 of the book, the authors explain how English has seen a growth in faculty despite a lack of growth in demand for the major.

Another poltergeists that the authors reject is the coming tide of technological change which will fundamentally restructure higher education. There is a great deal of educational materials available for free to almost anyone with an internet connection. In fact, there are online courses available that are often created by universities called massive open online courses (MOOCs), notably MIT open courseware. Why can’t you just get a degree from MIT without ever paying? Universities should be scared if they are proponents of the human capital model of education. People will be able to get content from the best universities completely free and so they will no longer need to attend university. But it’s likely that universities know that the credential is extremely important.

VII. Answering Taxpayers

A lot of money is being spent on higher education. Over $600 billion is spent on operations. It would be one thing if governments were a poorly run business, but they also receive government funding. In fact, a great deal of this is being covered by government funding. At the time of writing, colleges obtained about 37 percent of funding from the government.

This doesn’t account for all the public services that universities benefit from without paying taxes such as police protection, fire protection and road maintenance. It is important to use public funding effectively. A dollar that is not spent on education could be spent on “medicine, art, music, aid to women with dependent children, police protection, housing the homeless or some other cause.” Proponents of effective altruism will likely think of causes such as malaria nets, reducing existential risks or preventing extreme poverty.


For instance, left-wing economist Jeffrey Sachs argues in The End of Poverty that rich first world countries could rid the world of extreme poverty with an additional $60 billion to $130 billion in aid funding per year for the next decade or so (Sachs 2005). Maybe he’s wrong and it’s not that easy. But, if Sachs were right, we’d have to ask: Why not cut US spending on higher ed by $60 billion and instead use that money to end world poverty?



A further issue is federal student loans. Since students repay loans, it might not be fair to include them in the calculation. But there are opportunity costs to giving students loans. Even if it was economically beneficial, an unfortunate side-effect is that it leads to tuition increases. A recent study found a 60 cent increase in tuition cost for every one dollar increase in tuition, while another found that subsidized loans may crowd out enrollment that it wants to promote.

A possible justification for subsidizing a good is that it is a public good; it is non-rivalrous and non-excludable. Non-rivalrous means that consuming the good does not come at the expense of others and non-excludable means you cannot exclude people from using the good. The reality is that universities are neither of these things. A better argument would be that there are spillover effects—or “positive externalities”—to education that are greater than the cost of subsidizing it.


This kind of argument might well be sound. But whoever asserts it bears a burden of proof. That person would need to identify what the positive spillovers are, demonstrate that there really are such spillovers, identify how valuable those spillovers are, and then determine how much governments should spend to create those spillovers. “Universities are good for society, so let’s pay more” isn’t even the beginning of a serious argument. Maybe universities are good for society, but right now we’re spending $10 in subsidies for every additional $1 of social value. Maybe it’s the other way around. We’d need to check. There is an optimal level of public investment in higher education, and we don’t know a priori whether we’re below or above that level.



A generally good principle is that you bear the burden of presenting evidence if you want to divert taxpayer money toward some cause. There should be some evidence that whatever intervention you propose is going to work or is worth the cost. This is rarely what happens. People claim causal relationships without sufficient evidence and then use this as a justification for spending because it seems intuitively true.

For example, people believe that universities can foster an interest in high culture. But an important question is to what degree and at what cost. The argument for enlightenment from liberal arts is addressed in Bryan Caplan’s The Case Against Education. He argues that the evidence is weak that education is useful for preserving appreciation for high culture (Caplan 2018, 238–261). Another example is the idea that universities are “museums of ideas”, but to justify spending on this basis you need to show it is worth the cost of maintaining this museum and this actually works in making people appreciate the ideas. There are lots of ways to expose people to ideas; avid Astral Codex Ten readers have been exposed to plenty of new and interesting ideas online without the help of a university.

Another potential justification for funding is that it provides a positive economic service by training future employees. The major issue is that a lot of information that is taught is not relevant for the job market, soft skills are not given to students, and there is little support for the idea of transfer of learning. If education is signaling, should signaling be subsidized to help employers find future employees? Likely not. Why should the government pay hundreds of billions to reduce employee search costs? Furthermore, subsidizing the signaling game makes it more destructive in terms of time and money. It even increases search costs.


To illustrate what we mean, imagine the manager at Chotchkies Restaurant wishes to assess which of his waiters are the most enthusiastic and perseverant. Suppose he can’t easily measure this directly, so he uses a proxy: the amount of “flair” his waiters wear. If the average waiter has three pieces of flair, then he can distinguish himself by wearing four pieces. But, because this is true for everyone, four pieces of flair will become the new normal, so waiters looking to demonstrate their superiority will wear five. And so on. Three years later, you find all the waiters wearing at least twenty pieces. The manager’s ability to distinguish the best from the rest hasn’t changed—it doesn’t matter to him whether the average number of pieces is three or twenty—but the waiters are engaging in progressively more expensive behavior to achieve the same distinction. Search costs have increased dramatically, but the system is no more efficient at separating the wheat from the chaff.



Aside from educating students, an essential function of education is knowledge creation. Universities definitely create knowledge, but to justify subsidizing research, we need to determine if it is worthwhile. Surely some forms of research are less useful. It’s difficult to justify expenditure on “twelfth-century, avant-garde Romanian poetry.” And even if we have some particularly worthwhile research, we need to evaluate whether professors are producing enough of it to justify their salary.


The HERI survey also contains data about how many total pieces faculty have published over their careers. In fact, 63.2 percent have never published a book, 44.9 percent have never published a chapter in an edited volume, and 17.2 percent have never published a peer-reviewed article. Only about 21 percent have published 21 or more articles in their careers, while about 70 percent have published 10 or fewer articles in their careers. Basic arithmetic tells us that the 20 percent of faculty who have published at least 21 articles have, at bare minimum, published as a group (over their careers) almost twice what the remaining 80 percent of faculty have collectively published over their entire careers.



Although some research is unquestionably worth the return, we need to take a more critical look at the return on money spent subsidizing research to determine what is economically worthwhile to fund. Imagine that universities are not enlightening, good job training or producing enough worthwhile research. One could argue that they are nevertheless essential for democracy to function. One proponent of this is Martha Nussbaum who gives a wishlist of skills citizens need:


the ability to think well about issues affecting the nation, to examine, reflect, argue, and debate, deferring to neither tradition nor authority.

the ability to recognize fellow citizens as people with equal rights. . . .

the ability to have concern for the lives of others, to grasp what [effects policies have on others].

the ability to judge political leaders critically. . . .

the ability to think about the good of the nation as a whole. . . .

the ability to see one’s own nations . . . as part of a complicated world order in which issues of many kinds require intelligent transnational deliberation for their resolution (Nussbaum 2016, 25–26).



We have reason to doubt that education imparts these skills to any substantial degree to citizens and that people will retain these skills for a very long time. Even if universities did give people these abilities, it wouldn’t justify all courses—only the ones that successfully imparted these abilities to students.

When is expenditure justified? Brennan and Magness propose a weak criterion called the bare minimum theory of just expenditure: “If a university takes government money for a particular purpose, society should generally expect to be better off, taking into account appropriate experimental risks.” As universities continue to increase in cost, it is becoming increasingly difficult to justify them. And yet people across the political spectrum want to fund them more. Government has a duty to spend money in a way that is not wasteful or socially harmful. It is a matter of justice. The authors can have the final word:


We’ve barely scratched the surface here. We’ve almost entirely ignored how faculty from all over the political spectrum use the university for political activism. We’ve ignored how some faculty use their status to sexually harass their students. We’ve ignored all the serious ethical problems that arise from universities running semi-professional sports teams. We’ve ignored whether universities act too paternalistically toward their students or, conversely, do too little to protect them from the dangers of college life. We’ve ignored whether admissions or hiring practices are fair or biased.

We admit these are important problems, many even more important. But we have two sets of reasons for avoiding these questions. First, some of them are inherently political, pitting the Left versus the Right. We wanted to discuss issues that people from all sides of the aisle can admit are real problems. Second, some of the other problems we just identified are, in a weird way, secondary rather than fundamental problems. Ethics issues plague college sports, but college sports are rather obviously a secondary function of the university at best. In contrast, gen eds are seen as a normal part of US and Canadian higher ed, but they seem to be mostly a way of exploiting students to the benefit of faculty in certain disciplines.

In addition, some of the problems we have not covered, though important, are relatively easy to solve. Consider this: Suppose, plausibly, that universities admit too few poor students. The reason: Poor students often had to work at low-paying jobs in high school and thus listed fewer or less impressive extracurricular activities on their résumés. Solution: We direct admissions officers to request income information and give extra weight to poorer students’ extracurriculars. But now consider the problem we discussed in Chapter 3: A liberal arts education presumes a false model of how students learn. How do you fix that?

Universities are a moral mess. The problem isn’t bad people. Universities are made up of decent people, if not angels. The problem is bad incentives. If you want to fix the problem, you need to change the incentives. Just how to change the incentives is itself a big problem— even we the authors have no incentive to change the bad incentives! But the bottom line is: You won’t fix what ails universities unless you fix the incentives. Good luck with that.








Deep Work by Cal Newport

Scott Alexander, Bryne Hobart and other writers are admired for their prolific ability to generate content with considered analysis. Coupled with this admiration is a lingering thought: but how?

Enter Cal Newport, himself a prolific computer scientist and non-fiction writer, who tackles this question head on. In his book Deep Work, Newport argues that elite output requires the ability and desire to undertake deep work, but that we live in a world which promotes shallow work. Newport seeks to identify the environmental factors which elevate shallow work, and to explain how we may instead cultivate deep work habits.

I.

Newport begins by articulating the state of fragmented attention that grips the modern knowledge worker. The ubiquitous nature of network tools, that is communication services such as email and SMS, social tools such as Facebook and Twitter, and infotainment such as news websites, serve to disaggregate attention. This state of fragmented attention prevents the pursuit of deep work and instead fosters shallow work.

Shallow work is defined as 'non-cognitively demanding, logistical-style tasks, often performed while distracted. These efforts do not create much new value in the world and are easy to replicate'. Newport’s chief example is the constant sending and receiving of emails. The fragmented attention landscape only enables larger more considered endeavours to be performed in sprints or bursts of effort. Newport argues that prolonged time in the shallow work state permanently reduces your capacity to undertake the concentration and contemplation of deep work.

Deep work is defined as 'activities performed in a state of distraction-free concentration that push your cognitive capabilities to the limit. These efforts create new value, improve your skill and are hard to replicate.' For Newport, deep work is a fundamental requirement for mastering new skills and producing at an elite level with high quality and speed.

II.

Newport acknowledges the link between ‘deep work’ and ‘deliberate practice’, which is a concept espoused by Anders Ericsson and popularised by Malcom Gladwell in his book Outliers: The Story of Success. Deliberate practice is a combination of deliberate focus on a specific skill and a feedback loop that allows for correction. Neuroscientific work has shown that myelin – a layer of fatty tissue that grows around neurons – allows cells to fire faster and cleaner. As you get better at a skill, you develop more myelin around the neurons. As Newport so eloquently puts it 'to be great at something is to be well myelinated’. The neurological triggering of myelination is undertaken by engaging in deliberate practice and intent focus without distraction. Therefore, deliberate practice is an act of deep work.

Sophie Leroy in her paper 'Why Is It So Hard to Do My Work', coined the term ‘attention residue’, which is linked to the concept of shallow work. When task switching, which is common in the modern workplace, your whole attention does not follow, and an attention residue remains with your previous task. This attention residue leads to performance degradation on the new task.

Newport introduces two new concepts to further articulate the prevalence of shallow work. The Principle of Least Resistance holds that without clear feedback on the impact of behaviours, we will tend towards behaviours that are the easiest. The Busyness as a Proxy for Productivity holds that in the absence of clear indicators of what it means to be productive and valuable, workers turn towards doing lots of tasks in a visible manner. Examples of both include prioritisation of responsiveness and constant availability (via email or instant messaging) or regularly occurring (low value) meetings. All such actions sap attention and concentration and limit the ability to undertake deep work.

The book nails the type of environment a knowledge worker is subject to. The desire to appear busy which requires instantaneous responsiveness and perpetual availability. Coupled with the seeming hopelessness of shallow administrivia and task switching that fills your day, without the ability to really sink your teeth into satisfying work.

III.

Most interestingly, Newport explores the links between attention, deep work, and a meaningful life. He contends we focus on the circumstances of our life, that is what is happening or not happening to us, which drives how we feel. However, a litany of neurological evidence suggests that our worldview is based on what we pay attention to. By undertaking deep work, we can refocus our attention in a way which in turn cultivates a sense of meaning and purpose.

Newport further bolsters his argument through the findings of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who researched a mental state he termed 'flow'. Csikszentmihalyi found that 'The best moments usually occur when a person's body or mind are stretched to its limit in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile'.

Newport continues to tease this thread out. He suggests that work is craft, and the development of an ability ultimately leads to a sense of meaning. Or put differently, if deep work is embraced to cultivate focused skills, a transformation can occur from low satisfaction to highly motivated.

You get this sense or feeling when reading the work of Scott Alexander or Bryne Hobart, that they derive their wellbeing and meaning from deep-seated engagement with their work. Conversely, it appears a lot of knowledge workers suffer from a disillusionment or melancholic haze from the work they are undertaking. It struck me that they are stuck in a vicious cycle of shallow work, slowly moving further and further away from the deep work that will ultimately give them satisfaction and meaning.

IV.

Ironically, the biggest impediment to deep work is yourself, or more specifically the urge to turn your attention to something more superficial. Roy Baumeister's research found that fighting this desire is constant and its regularity and strength is underestimated. His further research on willpower found that willpower is limited and depleted as used. As such your finite willpower is no match for the constant bombardment of network tools competing for your attention.

Therefore, rituals and routines are critical to maintaining a state of deep work. Newport suggests various methods of incorporating deep work into your life, some more extreme, others more realistic. All methods are coupled with examples of real individuals who have adopted these methods of deep work to phenomenal success.


	The Monastic Method: eliminate or radically minimise shallow obligations.





	For example, Neil Stephenson the science fiction author has the following communication policy:





‘Persons who wish to interfere with my concentration are politely requested not to do so and warned that I don’t answer email… lest [my communication policy’s] key message get lost in the verbiage, I will put it here succinctly: All of my time and attention are spoken for – several time over. Please do not ask for them’.

Stephenson further justifies this policy in his essay ‘Why I Am a Bad Correspondent’:

‘The productivity equation is a non-linear one… This accounts for why I am a bad correspondent and why I rarely accept speaking engagements. If I organise my life in such a way that gets lots of long, consecutive, uninterrupted time-chunks, I can write novels. But as those chunks get separated and fragmented my productivity as a novelist drops’.


	The Bimodal Method: divide your time, stretches of time dedicated to deep work, the rest used as you see fit.





	For example, Carl Jung would retreat to a stone house he built in the woods where he would lock himself every morning into a minimally appointed room to write without interruption. The rest of the time he spent in Zurich, attending to his busy clinic, participating in coffeehouse culture, and lecturing at prominent universities.






	The Rhythmic Method: transform deep work into a consistent habit.





	
     For example, Jerry Seinfeld determined that to create better jokes, he needed to write every day. He developed a technique: every day he wrote a joke he crossed out the date on the calendar with a big red X. Seinfeld said:








‘After a few days you will have a chain. Just keep at it and the chain will grow longer every day. You will like seeing the chain, especially when you get a few weeks under your belt. Your only job next is to not break the chain’.

The above method is the chain method. However, scheduling has the same effect. For example, doing deep work every morning at the same time before other family, work, and life obligations.


	The Journalistic Method: fit deep work wherever you can in your schedule.





	For example, Walter Isaacson’s approach to writing The Wise Men: Six Friends and the World They Made, was described as follows by a friend:





‘It was always amazing… he would retreat to the bedroom for a while, when the rest of us were chilling on the patio or whatever, to work on his book… he’d go up for twenty minutes or an hour, we’d hear the typewriter pounding, then he’d come down as relaxed as the rest of us… the work never seemed to faze him, he just happily went up to work when he had the spare time’.

Newport has ascribed this method to journalists who have a wonderful ability to slip into deep work due to the nature of their profession. I will note this an advanced method, for the very reasons of attention and distraction noted in this review.


	The Time Block/ Fixed Schedule Method: Schedule your work day into time blocks allocated between deep and shallow work, with no distractions. And maintain a hard limit (fixed schedule) to your work week.





	
For the modern knowledge worker, the best method for integrating deep work into your day is time block planning. That is at the start of every day plan and schedule every minute of your working day into blocks of time. Optimise your schedule to prioritise deep work and limit shallow work and distractions. In this review I will not detail the minutiae of this process, however I will state that disciplined adherence to this method sees one cull shallow work to what is necessary and allows for concentration without distraction.



	
Combine this with fixed scheduling, that is define when work will end. For example, 5.30pm every night and no weekend work. Or a 45-hour work week. This will require you to ruthlessly cull (repeat after me; say NO) to shallow endeavours that sap away at your opportunity to undertake deep work. It also requires more disciplined organisation compared to less organised schedules.



	
The perfect example here is Newport and an anonymous young computer professor as the counter example. Anonymous professor posts on his blog that for a regular twelve-hour day, he is ‘tending with bushels of emails, filling out bureaucratic forms, organising meeting notes and planning meetings’. In his example twelve-hour day, he spent one and a half hours pursuing a ‘research deliverable’ or as he put it ‘real’ work. He concludes, ‘I’ve already accepted the reality I will be working on weekend… very few junior faculty can avoid this fate’.



	
Newport notes his experience is different, since commencing at Georgetown in the fall of 2011 and the fall of 2014, he published 20 peer reviewed articles, won two competitive grants, published one non-fiction book, and almost finished writing another one (Deep Work). All through following a routine of time blocking and fixed scheduling, rarely working nights or weekends.







This is perhaps the most convincing part of Deep Work: the commitment to limiting shallow work and pursuing deep work through organisation and ruthless culling provide huge productivity gains without significant increases to time spent. It’s a clear case of quality over quantity.

There is no magic bullet. You will have to determine how to incorporate deep work into your life, your work, and your schedule. However, it is important to ritualise the behaviour and Newport provides three criterion that must be addressed:


	Where you will work and how long.

	How you will work once you start.

	How you will support your work.



Recall how we started this section: the ritualisation and habitation of a deep work process limits the desire to turn your attention to the superficial given the constraints of limited willpower.

V.

To increase the effects of your deep work, Newport stresses the value of downtime and introduces the concept of a shutdown ritual, that is a strict endpoint to the day.

To justify the need for a shutdown ritual, Newport highlights four points which are supported by scientific research:


	Unconscious Thought Theory finds the unconscious deliberation is particularly suited to large amounts of information and multiple, vague, and conflicting constraints. Therefore, time to unconsciously ruminate on your deep work is particularly important.

	Attention Restoration Theory finds that spending time in nature can improve your ability to concentrate and allows your directed attention resources to replenish. Newport suggests expanding this to any number of relaxing activities such as making dinner, listening to music, read, or playing sport will have the same restorative effect for your attention resources.

	The research on deep practice suggests there is a limit to the capacity for deep work, one hour for novices and four (or so) hours for experts. As such if a commitment is made to undertake deep work during the day, any work that continues beyond these limits is likely low value shallow tasks.

	The Zeigarnik Effect which describes the ability of incomplete tasks to dominate our attention. Obligations left unresolved keep battling for your attention and therefore push one strongly towards a shutdown ritual.



Having made the case for ceasing your deep work and pursuing downtime, Newport details the key components of a shutdown ritual: every incomplete task or project is reviewed, and either a plan for its completion is formulated or it’s captured in a place where it will be revisited when appropriate. Moreover, he advocates verbalising a vocal cue, such as 'shutdown complete', as a signal to your brain to stop thinking about work.

VI.

As noted above, shallow work reduces your capacity to undertake the concentration and contemplation of deep work. Conversely, the ability to concentrate intensely is a skill that must be trained. Going further, limiting urges to satisfy distractions can also be honed and boredom can be embraced.

Newport advocates reducing the need to be stimulated by network tools and ceasing social media use altogether. This is a ubiquitous problem facing the modern individual with a seeming onslaught of never-ending digital stimuli that serve as a veritable petri dish of distractions. Newport suggests, instead of taking breaks from distraction so you can focus, schedule the occasional break from focus to give into distraction. This draws on the previous learning regarding limited willpower and costs of switching.  Newport goes into some depth into a method for scheduling Internet use, however I believe it is up to individuals to determine the lengths they will go to limit network tools or cease social media.

To limit distraction, Newport discourages mindlessly seeking entertainment in the digital space, recommending instead a more considered pursuit of leisure. Anecdotally, I find the most fulfilled of my friends are those that seek meaningful leisure: reading books, exercise, cooking, holiday planning, listening to music etc., as opposed to mindlessly and semi consciously surfing the web or scrolling apps.

VII.

Newport appears to have a structured and disciplined personality and therefore a structured approach to deep work that has served him well throughout his life, that might not be entirely relatable to all. However, there is no free lunch. If there is a desire for a fulfilling and meaningful life, the pursuit of deep work must be undertaken deliberately and with discipline. I find Newport's thesis and supporting arguments extremely compelling, and the litany of real-world examples peppered throughout the book (and his blog) add even more credence. Perhaps this review will provide us one more example, as I hope it spurs Scott to write a post explaining his approach to deep work and the tools he uses to achieve his prodigious output.

For me the most compelling argument for adopting Newport's methods was the work life balance he has been able to achieve. Throughout his phenomenally productive academic and literary career Newport did not work past 5.30pm. It is extremely liberating to hear from a successful individual that we do not need to subscribe to the idea of work, work, work to success. In essence the book is simply the detailed articulation of the popular phrase 'work smarter, not harder'.






Development as Freedom by Amartya Sen

When Amartya Sen was ten years old, a desperate day laborer burst into his family’s garden, screaming in pain and pleading for help. The man, named Kader Mia, had been stabbed by some local thugs for the crime of being a Muslim in a Hindu neighborhood. As Sen and his father took him to the hospital where he would shortly die, Kader Mia explained that his wife had warned him not to go looking for work in a predominantly Hindu area, but there had been no other option. Sen tells this story eight pages into Development as Freedom, and extracts this lesson:

The experience was devastating for me. It made me reflect, later on, on the terrible burden of narrowly defined identities, including those firmly based on communities and groups….But more immediately, it also pointed to the remarkable fact that economic unfreedom, in the form of extreme poverty, can make a person a helpless prey in the violation of other kinds of freedom. Kader Mia need not have come to a hostile area in search of a little income in those terrible times had his family been able to survive without it. Economic unfreedom can breed social unfreedom, just as social or political unfreedom can also foster economic unfreedom.

Don’t worry, this isn’t That Kind Of Book, where every other page contains a tenuously relevant anecdote meant to Add A Human Touch. It’s hard to say exactly what kind of book this is. Sen claims to aim at a popular audience, but Development as Freedom lacks the highly-produced punchiness of most contemporary popular nonfiction. This isn’t Freakonomics, or even Why Nations Fail.

I’m not even sure this book is really about economic development, although I’d be a bit pressed to say what its true subject is. There comes a point in an academic’s career when they have finalized their library of favorite facts, ideas, and frameworks. From that point on, their intellectual output is like the menu at Taco Bell, each item a combination of the same basic ingredients in varying shapes and proportions. Amartya Sen had reached this point in his career when Development As Freedom was published. The year before, in 1998, he had won the Nobel Prize in Economics (sorry, the Bank of Sweden Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel), which is exactly the sort of event that precipitates this transition.

The book originated in a series of lectures Sen gave at the World Bank in the mid 1990s, which he later decided to expand and publish as a book aimed at general audiences. This was the high post-Cold War period, when international development was on many people’s minds. History had just ended, after all, and what remained after the battle against communism was over was simply to make the prosperity and freedom of the first world universal.

This was also a time when words like “neoliberal” were acquiring their modern pejorative meanings. The World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle would be beset by anti-globalization protesters in 1999. People started to complain about the “Washington Consensus” imposed by organizations like the IMF and World Bank on struggling developing countries. Worries about job destruction had led to Ross Perot and protests of NAFTA, activating a strain of populist politics that would eventually lead to Donald Trump.

In the preface, Sen notes that he has had serious public differences with the World Bank, but it’s clear which of these two sides he feels more closely aligned with. Development as Freedom is neoliberal in a way that anticipates that word’s recent reclamation by the wonkish center-left (catalyzed by people who post economics memes on Reddit).

Getting to the putative subject of the book, Sen claims that his aim is to give a definition of development and a discussion of how to achieve it. His first pass at a definition is that development is “a process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy.” This is meant to contrast with views of development more narrowly focused on economic and monetary questions—perhaps one of his beefs with the World Bank. But before he gets too far with this project, Sen decides that really, he first needs to define justice. Or, at least, describe how it might be defined.

Justice and Freedom

He starts with an original parable:

Annapurna wants someone to clear up the garden, which has suffered from past neglect, and three unemployed laborers—Dinu, Bishanno and Rogini—all very much want the job. She can hire any one of them, but the work is indivisible and she cannot distribute it among the three. Annapurna would get much the same work done for much the same payment from any of them, but being a reflective person, she wonders who would be the right person to employ.

She gathers that while all of them are poor, Dinu is the poorest of the three; everyone agrees on that fact. This makes Annapurna rather inclined to hire him (“What can be more important,” she asks herself, “than helping the poorest?”). However, she also gathers that Bishanno has recently been impoverished and is psychologically most depressed about his predicament. Dinu and Rogini, are, in contrast, experienced in being poor and are used to it. Everyone agrees that Bishanno is the unhappiest of the three and would certainly gain more in happiness than the other two. This makes Annapurna rather favorable to the idea of giving the job to Bishanno (“Surely removing unhappiness has to be” she tells herself, “the first priority”).

But Annapurna is also told that Rogini is debilitated from a chronic ailment—borne stoically—and could use the money to be earned to rid herself of that terrible disease. It is not denied that Rogini is less poor than the others (though certainly poor) and also not the unhappiest since she bears her deprivation rather cheerfully, used—as she has been—to being deprived all her life (coming from a poor family, and having been trained to reconcile herself to the general belief that, as a young woman, she must neither grumble nor entertain much ambition). Annapurna wonders whether, nevertheless, it might not be right to give the job to Rogini (“It would make the biggest difference,” she surmises, “to the quality of life and freedom from illness”).

The point is that theories of justice owe a lot to their “informational bases,” or the factors that they consider when judging the justness of a situation. A utilitarian (at least a simple-minded one) will take into account only the level of subjective happiness experienced by the people involved. An economics-first development theorist will zoom in on the amount of monetary wealth or economic resources controlled by each individual. A dogmatic libertarian will consider only whether individual rights have been violated. Sen classifies the three candidates for Annapurna’s largesse as follows: “Dinu’s income-egalitarian case focuses on income-poverty; Bishanno’s classical utilitarian case concentrates on the metric of pleasure and happiness; Rogini’s quality-of-life case centers on the kinds of life the three respectively can lead.” Sen argues for an expansive informational base that includes and prioritizes the third: we should focus on the quality and type of life that is available to individuals.

This means that he rejects the other cases, or at least finds their reasoning incomplete. Utilitarianism and libertarianism come under his particular scrutiny. His version of utilitarianism consists of three components: consequentialism, welfarism, and sum-ranking. Consequentialism is, of course, the judgment of choices purely by their outcomes or results, denying the validity of general normative principles not based on outcomes. Welfarism narrows the way these outcomes can be evaluated, by restricting attention to the utilities (however defined) of the individuals in each outcome. Sum-ranking then requires that these utilities be aggregated by summing. An unjust society, according to Sen’s interpretation of utilitarianism, is one where the sum total amount of happiness is much lower than it might be.

The acceptance of utilitarianism in certain spheres seems driven by a sense of obviousness: how could the Correct Solution to Ethics not be to simply add up all the numbers and see which one is bigger? Where this conflicts with our intuitions, those intuitions must just be wrong. The general principle prevails because it is simple and reduces everything to a single dimension. The almost compulsive appeal of this perspective seems to have little hold on Sen; if anything, he wants to complicate ethical and distributional calculations by making them consider ever more data.

Sen’s objections are nothing particularly new, and indeed he had been expressing them in various forms for decades by this point. Sum-ranking is an easy target, since it inevitably leads to arguments over hypotheticals like “if you don’t sacrifice this child to Moloch, I will flip this coin one googolplex times, and if all the results are heads, then Graham’s number of beings will get the song ‘Thunder’ by Imagine Dragons stuck in their heads for a day.” More relevantly for Sen’s purposes, it means near-complete insensitivity to concerns about equality.

His other criticism is that it fails to take into account rights and freedoms except through their impact on utility. This is a situation where one person’s modus ponens might be another’s modus tollens. Sen takes the intrinsic desirability of freedom as axiomatic and therefore rejects a system that would judge “happy slaves or delirious vassals” as well-off. And if utility is defined on a psychological basis, it’s too malleable to serve as the only basis for judging circumstances. If the desperately poor can learn to be happy with their lot, where is the injustice in leaving them there? The core of the difficulty here really seems to be that it is difficult to define utility in a way that captures everything we want it to while also boiling down to a single number that can be aggregated by simple addition.

These arguments may not seem fair to many utilitarians; I found them a bit underdeveloped myself. (This is an issue throughout the book—it could have been twice as long without coming close to exhausting all the topics it tries to cover.) But the most compelling uses of utilitarian frameworks I have seen at least implicitly try to take these criticisms into account. Sum-ranking is far from universal among self-identified utilitarians, and there is a lot of work trying to make utility estimates robust to problems of misidentification. And there’s no shortage of utilitarians arguing that even though, yes, rights are in principle not inviolate, they are sufficiently good at producing good outcomes that we may as well pretend they are.

Sen’s criticisms of libertarianism are dual to his criticisms of utilitarianism. If utilitarianism is insufficiently sensitive to rights and processes, libertarianism is totally insensitive to outcomes. “Horrors of any degree of seriousness”, he argues, “can be shown to be consistent with a system in which no one’s libertarian rights are violated,” making pure libertarianism insufficient to detect obvious injustices. He combines this with a critique of the weaker libertarianism of John Rawls’ Theory of Justice, but his heart isn’t really in it. While Sen doesn’t think that rights should be inviolable, he does think they should have a representation independent of their consequences.

The alternative to all of these (and other bizarre ideas like just using per capita GDP that only make sense in the context of development) is a maximalist evaluative framework: we have to be able to take into account everything that people have reason to value. This book is written for a general audience, but the economist in Sen can’t resist slipping in a few hints of mathematical formalism: Every individual has a “capability set” from which they are able to choose their actual “functioning vector.” These functioning vectors can contain information about any collection of things an individual might be capable of—ranging from “have adequate nutrition” to “participate in the community” to “take a week-long vacation in the Caribbean.” We evaluate the state of the world by aggregating capability sets (or sometimes just functioning vectors) in some way.

“Wait a second,” cry the utilitarians. “Isn’t this just utilitarianism with extra steps? Once you choose a formula to evaluate and rank these functioning vectors, haven’t you just created utility under another name?” Maybe. But there are a few ways that the capabilities approach can differ in principle.

First, the formula used to evaluate the capability sets does not need to be constructed by assigning a single number to each individual and then aggregating those numbers. It doesn’t even have to output a single number that purports to capture the goodness or badness of a state of affairs. One could imagine an algorithm with less ambitious aims, like comparing only certain pairs of world states (a “partial ordering”) or delineating sets of clearly just or unjust situations. (Sen really doesn’t like one-dimensional evaluation: “To insist on the mechanical comfort of having just one homogeneous ‘good thing’ would be to deny our humanity as reasoning creatures.”) Even if you do end up converting capabilities into a one-dimensional output, that output is unlikely to coincide with classical notions of utility. In particular, it will probably be influenced by considerations of the process taken to get to the outcome, the distribution of outcomes, and the ability for individuals to choose.

It’s a bit hard to tell exactly how to classify Sen’s theory of justice. It looks almost like he’s just decided to use every ethical framework simultaneously, without any clear rules about when to use what. Is it utilitarian? Deontological? Is justice based on opportunities or outcomes? Well, all of the above. Maybe this is the point: if your theory of justice is capable of explicitly taking anything into account, you have to be explicit about what you’re actually using. You can’t smuggle extra assumptions in without anyone else noticing.

On the other hand, the open-endedness of the capabilities approach means that it can be used to praise or condemn almost anything, as long as you find the right capability to talk about. One could imagine equally well arguments on either side of an issue justifying themselves as supporting some substantive capability. (Imagine the argument between “excluding people with penises from women’s bathrooms supports the capability to be safe from sexual assault” and “allowing people to use the bathroom they prefer supports the capability to perform necessary bodily functions in a space one is comfortable in.”) Capabilities are susceptible to a kind of conceptual gerrymandering, where the result of your analysis depends heavily on precisely how you divide up the world.

Sen doesn’t seem to worry about this; he’s rather loose with what gets to count as a capability. Here is a partial list of capabilities or substantive freedoms he describes:


	“freedom…to establish ownership over an adequate amount of food”

	“freedom to seek wage employment away from one’s traditional bosses”

	“freedom to participate in economic interchange”

	“the capability to live really long”

	“the capability…to have a good life while alive”

	“the ability to survive rather than succumb to premature mortality”

	“the ability…to take part in the life of the community”

	“the…opportunity of having a fulfilling occupation”



They’re all over the place, broad and ill defined. The boundaries are a bit arbitrary: why is premature mortality an imposition on freedom while, uh, mature mortality is not? And how exactly do we judge someone’s ability to take part in the life of the community? Even worse, what happens when capabilities conflict?

Most development analysis based on the capabilities approach solves these problems by being extremely basic and therefore looking quite a bit like utilitarianism. The most famous use of the framework is the UN’s Human Development Index. It evaluates countries based on functioning vectors with just three elements: life expectancy at birth, mean years of schooling, and per capita gross national income. The HDI is the geometric mean of normalized versions of these variables. This is certainly more nuanced than just ranking countries by GDP, but it’s far from the expansive multidimensional evaluation Sen promised. (It doesn’t even care about distribution, although they did recently come out with a version that uses “inequality-adjusted” per-capita income.) The HDI doesn’t appear fundamentally different from a reasonably responsible utilitarian construct like the disability-adjusted life year.

As far as producing objective metrics for development, it doesn’t seem like the capabilities approach offers a whole lot more than any other approach used with caution. Sure, we get more than just economic output to go off of, but no one seriously argues that GDP is the only thing that matters. Maybe this is the Seinfeld is Unfunny problem: at the time Sen was promoting this approach, the emphasis on single-minded monetary evaluation of development may have been stronger. Today, a multifaceted approach is table stakes, and so an argument that we need a whole new approach to address these questions seems overblown.

But Sen isn’t writing this book to develop indices and metrics. He’s trying to show how the capabilities framework can be used to think through concrete issues. A good chunk of the book consists of discussions of development-related questions. Sen’s perspective tends to be at once moderate and radical. He’s ready to acknowledge all kinds of difficulties and mitigating factors while adamantly insisting that things can be much better than they are. It reminds me of the best of the effective altruism movement: taking the responsibility to make the world better seriously and trying to figure out how exactly to do that. (Unlike a lot of EA work, though, it tends to end up sounding very normal. Maybe this is because the capabilities framework provides lots of ways to avoid weird-sounding conclusions.)

The Object Level

So what does this mean for thinking about concrete issues like poverty? It will probably not be surprising that Sen conceives of poverty much more expansively than just a lack of money. He defines poverty as deprivation of basic capabilities. While monetary resources have an important influence on an individual’s capabilities, they are far from the only determiner. And the influence of money on capabilities depends a lot on context. Age, gender, social roles, family status, location, disease, and lots of other things affect both starting capabilities and the way money can be used to accomplish things. A person with a disability may be able to convert income into functionings at a lower marginal rate than someone with a standard complement of abilities. This is distinct from whatever effect their disability has on the ability to earn income itself. Looking only at income can be misleading if you want to understand the functionings someone can obtain.

Even people with relatively high incomes can be deprived of important capabilities:

For example, a person with high income but no opportunity of political participation is not “poor” in the usual sense, but is clearly poor in terms of an important freedom. Someone who is richer than most others but suffers from an ailment that is very expensive to treat is obviously deprived in an important way, even though she would not be classed as poor in the usual statistics of income distribution. A person who is denied the opportunity of employment but given a handout from the state as an “unemployment benefit” may look a lot less deprived in the space of incomes than in terms of the valuable—and valued—opportunity of having a fulfilling occupation.

This doesn’t mean unemployment benefits are bad, but Sen does suggest that they might obscure some important forms of deprivation.

This heterogeneity in the ability to convert money into capabilities is one reason I am hesitant about a universal basic income as a replacement for most welfare programs. Because there are significant differences in the ability of different people to convert money into things that matter, a UBI could leave some people—often the most vulnerable—in precarious positions. I think Sen would be much more interested in “universal basic capabilities.” Maybe this is actually the orthodox view on welfare and social services: things like food stamps and disability benefits are meant to support specific functionings rather than income.

Another illustration of the independence of money from meaningful capabilities is the fact that health outcomes often change independently from income. In Britain during the first half of the 20th century, life expectancy increased fastest at the times when per-capita income was growing the slowest (or even shrinking). Or consider that, at least when the book was written, African Americans in the US had significantly lower life expectancy than residents of various Asian states like China or Kerala, India, despite having per-capita income many times higher. One might quibble by asking whether people of African descent would actually do better in Kerala than in Alabama, hinting at, say, genetic or cultural influences. But we’re concerned with capabilities here, not necessarily their origins. Deprivation is deprivation, regardless of its cause.

As an economist, Sen naturally recognizes that there are tradeoffs involved in addressing questions like this. The aggregate total of resources and the distribution of resources depend on each other in complicated ways. And actually solving a problem like depressed life expectancy requires understanding its causes. But knowing that there is a problem does not.

Discussions of poverty come closely coupled with talk of inequality. Sen asks “inequality of what?” and I’m sure you already know the answer. Thinking about inequality in terms of capabilities means that there are many interacting axes on which inequality can happen. We shouldn’t think only about income or wealth inequality, but also inequalities in the ability to live a healthy life, or to obtain an education, or to participate in the political process.

Sen sees inequality itself as a potential component of poverty, because it impinges on what Adam Smith called “the ability to appear in public without shame,” and what Sen describes as “tak[ing] part in the life of the community.” The idea is that to be able to participate in society often requires access to resources that are determined by the modal level of wealth. Those significantly below this level, even though their wealth might be envied by those in poorer societies, are still excluded from an important functioning. For Adam Smith in 1770s England, the necessary items were a linen shirt and a pair of leather shoes; for Amartya Sen in 1990s America, they were a telephone, TV, and a car. Today there is a huge range of social and economic opportunities that someone without a smartphone or internet access can’t access. There’s still the question of whether it’s better to secure this capability by making sure everyone can get a smartphone or by changing society so that it’s easier to function without one. But the poor aren’t simply greedy or profligate for wanting smartphones.

Is all this intersectionality? I don’t know, but Sen’s work aligns in important ways with movements for social justice. Deprivation or inequality of any important human functioning can be seen as an injustice in the capabilities framework. And framing all kinds of issues as a reified type of justice is just the way we do things now. Despite introducing this expansive evaluative framework to define justice, Sen is hesitant to use it without very good reason:

The recognition of evident injustice in preventable deprivation, such as widespread hunger, unnecessary morbidity, premature mortality, grinding poverty, neglect of female children, subjugation of women, and phenomena of that kind does not have to await the derivation of some complete ordering over choices that involve finer differences and puny infelicities. Indeed, the overuse of the concept of justice reduces the force of the idea when applied to the terrible deprivations and inequities that characterize the world in which we live. Justice is like a cannon, and it need not be fired (as an old Bengali proverb puts it) to kill a mosquito.

See what I mean that this book isn’t really about development? To be fair, I’ve elided a bunch of stuff about famines, food production, fertility, and economic growth that’s more what you would expect from a development book. In my developed-world chauvinism I’ve focused on the bits most relevant to wealthy nations.

But one of Sen’s favorite things seems equally relevant for everyone: democracy. He finds its appeals so obvious that he spends most of the time responding to various gritty realist criticisms of the system rather than building a positive case. Some of these critiques, like the idea that humans are just too selfish to cooperate outside of markets, read like the sort of thing a left-wing caricature of an economist would say, but others have more pull today. A big one is the idea that poor countries aren’t ready for things like democracy, liberalism, and human rights, that their economies need to grow under a stricter regime until they reach a certain level of prosperity. Maybe after that they can transition to more pluralistic rule. Advocates for this view point to the experiences of (mostly Asian) countries like South Korea, Singapore, and China, which have experienced dramatic economic development under regimes that seem oppressive. Sen bills this the “Lee thesis,” after Singapore’s Lee Kwan Yew. And let’s be real: the choice between living in Singapore on $68k a year or Jamaica on $7k a year seems pretty compelling in favor of Singapore.

Sen is having none of this. First, he denies the presumed trade off, noting that the evidence that authoritarianism is better for economic growth than democracy is pretty equivocal. For every fast-growing autocratic Singapore, there’s an equally fast-growing democratic Botswana. More recent research has found a mild positive effect of democracy on economic growth. I wouldn’t take these results as definitive, but they do show that the effect is far from clear-cut. At worst, democracy has no average effect on economic growth. In Sen’s view, the reason for this positive effect is that democracy aligns the interests of rulers and the general population. Yes, by chance you might get a well-meaning dictator who happens to know all the right policies to institute better than any democratically elected leader would, but the incentive structure doesn’t point that way. We don’t want to pin our hopes on always having perfect people in charge; that’s not how you produce consistently good results in the long run.

And of course, even if democracy were merely neutral (or even slightly negative) for economic growth, it would still expand the set of freedoms that people enjoy—if nothing else, their political freedoms. The willingness to trade liberties for money only goes so far. Replace Singapore and Jamaica with, say, Saudi Arabia and Costa Rica and the case for preferring the less-free state feels much weaker, even though there is still a significant economic gap. In Sen’s framework, democracy and human rights are constitutive components of development, not independent competing priorities. This is of course the starry-eyed end-of-history view—it does seem a bit convenient that the constitutive components of development never conflict with each other. But the idea of a strict tradeoff between different desirable features is perhaps equally naive. Are we really arrogant enough to believe we’re anywhere near the Pareto frontier?

But wait, you say, who’s to say that the Western ideals of liberty, democracy, and human rights are even valuable to other cultures? Isn’t it presumptuous and colonialist to think that we get to determine what people actually value in other societies?

Sen will also have none of this, and spends most of a chapter gleefully dismantling the idea that “Asian” values (because the example is invariably Asia) are universally shared across Asia or have bearing on the sort of government that is suitable for Asians. His remark that “these justifications of authoritarianism have typically come not from independent historians but from the authorities themselves” is a good start. The main thrust, though, is that in essentially every cultural tradition it is possible to find threads supporting freedom and equality as well as threads emphasizing stability and authority. It’s important not to interpret any of these threads as defining a uniform, unchangeable cultural pattern. After all, historical “Western” thinkers were often highly selective about who exactly deserved personal freedom, and someone like St. Augustine could be just as “authoritarian” as Confucius.

Figures from Asian history expressing ideas of freedom and tolerance include the Indian emperor Ashoka, who after converting to Buddhism had inscriptions erected across the country with messages like “a man must not do reverence to his own sect or disparage that of another man without reason.” Also the Moghul emperor Akbar, who decreed that “no man should be interfered with on account of religion, and anyone [is] to be allowed to go over to a religion he pleased.” (Sen wryly notes that at the time of Akbar’s reign, western Europe was undergoing the Inquisition.) Even Confucius was not as uniformly deferential to authority as some of his modern interpreters would like us to think. He says that one should “tell [a prince] the truth even if it offends him,” and suggests opposition to a corrupt government: “When the [good] way prevails in the state, speak boldly and act boldly. When the state has lost the way, act boldly and speak softly.”

Toleration and equality did not (and do not) come for free in the West either. If liberal democracy is a constitutive component of development, maybe we think of it as a Western value because the West developed first. That is, democracy, like sugary drinks and penicillin, is part of universal culture. It’s adaptive, or at least sticky, and it just so happens that the West got it first.

Despite his contempt for authoritarians who try to use culture to justify their authority, Sen recognizes the problems that arise for native cultures in the face of the developmental advantages of globalization. This is again to be addressed by democracy, not elites deciding what’s best for the culture. The society needs to determine how much it is willing to sacrifice to maintain traditional ways of life. And in order to do that, the people need to talk about it. Culture is about all the people who participate in it, not just the elites. And in order to do that, they need to be well informed and able to communicate. And in order to that, they need to have a number of other capabilities. Everything is capabilities, and capabilities are all connected.

Social Choice and Democracy

These questions of culture and society highlight a difficulty that I and Sen have both glossed over up to this point. It arises with the shift from using the capabilities approach to evaluate how we rank a situation as individuals to using it to make decisions that affect other people. Who actually gets to do the evaluation then? It’s fine for me to collect sets of functioning vectors and decide how I feel about the state of the world based on that information. But when measures like the HDI get used to make decisions about the allocation of real resources, the actual choices made in the analysis start to really matter. Who gets to decide what to value?

Of course, Sen’s answer is democracy. This is not a trivial claim for him to make. A lot of his academic work is in the field of social choice theory, which tries to study how societies can and should make decisions consistent with the preferences of their members. But the field’s most famous results are ones showing that this aim is impossible. The Condorcet paradox, Arrow’s impossibility theorem, and the Gibbard–Satterthwaite theorem all seem to indicate the infeasibility of the whole project. Social choice looks like a field dedicated to proving its own futility. Sen himself introduced a variation on Arrow’s theorem that he termed the liberal paradox. So why is he so enthusiastic about democracy, especially when he seems to want it to reach definitive conclusions about abstract things like capability sets?

The answer, Sen would have us believe, is again that the informational base assumed by these impossibility theorems is too small. Arrow tells us that producing a consistent society-wide preference ordering based only on the collection of all individual preference orderings is impossible, so we must need to use more information. Why shouldn’t the social decision function be based on more than just preferences? Maybe it should incorporate information about inequality, or individual rights, or maybe even…capability sets? Wait a second.

I was terribly confused when Sen first suggested using more information as the solution to the problem of social choice. He wants to use social choice to solve the problem of how to weight all the information involved in evaluating capability sets. But if we need to do basically the same thing to construct a social choice function, we haven’t solved the problem at all, just shuffled it around. The parts of the book where he talks about these two topics are somewhat separated, so maybe he just thought he could sneak that claim past most readers?

I don’t think Sen was trying to pull a fast one on us, but it is a bit difficult to piece together how this is actually supposed to work. There’s a hint of the solution when he talks about the problem of three people sharing a cake. If the partition is determined by majority vote, there’s no stable solution, since two people can always collude to increase their shares at the expense of the third. This doesn’t mean it’s impossible to equitably share the cake, though; the process just needs some extra shared context, and a combined desire to escape the compulsive logic of the zero-sum game.

What I think Sen ends up describing is a kind of democratic bootstrapping. Theorems about social choice tend to assume a static collection of individuals with fixed preferences and a single social decision to make. That’s not how people or democracy work. Preferences are often fuzzy, and they respond to argument and discussion. In these discussions, people share values, and (implicitly) discuss different ways of weighing them to make decisions. The Overton window shifts. Certain types of preferences (like about your neighbor’s religion) may not disappear, but cease to be seen as legitimate grounds for society-wide decisions. A treaty of toleration starts to take shape. This doesn’t mean agreement on everything, but there is a broad sense that certain things are acceptable and certain things are not, and that there is an established way to change things when it’s necessary. Egregious, widespread injustices are usually addressed, at least as long as most people recognize them. Before you know it, your society has made its way to the liberal consensus. It’s not perfect, but it’s also not severely unjust. And that’s all Sen hopes for from a society-wide theory of justice anyway.

So liberal democracy itself is maybe the best instantiation of the capabilities approach, more so than any computed metric like the HDI. It fails terribly at producing a consistent or precise ranking of alternative possible worlds. But it does tend to get very important things right. (Sen’s favorite factlet is that famines basically never happen in functioning democracies, no matter how poor.) And specifically liberal democracies, with checks and balances and constitutionally enumerated rights, in principle take into account more than just aggregated preferences in making decisions.

There probably still needs to be a kernel of agreement with the liberal idea to start from for this process to work. But as Sen pointed out while skewering authoritarianism, such kernels are found in most cultural traditions. The resulting democracy will probably look different depending on the culture, but as long as it enables political participation and supports other freedoms and capabilities, that’s fine.

Although Sen never quite puts it this way, the general sense is that a broad liberalism is really the only option. Claims about the legitimacy of other political structures based on culture are incoherent because people have and always will disagree about what exactly their culture means. Someone like Lee Kwan Yew or Viktor Orbán might have an internally consistent alternate framework, but these epistemically closed systems can’t justify themselves externally, or even to everyone that is supposedly inside them. Liberalism is the ur-epistemically-open framework, and is basically the only way to incorporate multiple frameworks without totally collapsing under contradictions.

This is a highly stylized and relatively optimistic description of how democracy develops and works. It’s worth asking whether this actually happens in practice. Do societies actually feel their way toward liberal democracy when given the chance? Or is it just a cultural value that Westerners tend to give far too much weight? And perhaps more importantly, does having a liberal democratic government actually improve people’s material condition? Are there important things that democracy tends to get wrong? The case for democracy looked a lot more optimistic in 1998 than it does now. Russia was groping its way toward an open society, or at least hadn’t invaded anyone recently. The West was full of hope that China’s economic liberalization and resultant growth would result in political changes. India seemed to be on a more liberal path than it is now. And nominally democratic strongmen didn’t usually attract admiration from Western politicians.

Besides the obvious setbacks liberal democracy has suffered, there seems to also be an increasing weariness toward the general liberal idea. Perhaps this is just an artifact of the increasing visibility of neoreactionary and Marxist ideas, or the growing sense across the political spectrum that our institutions are broken. Sen’s 90s sensibility doesn’t seem to feel any real need to address this neoliberal malaise, or argue that democracy is still relevant today, beyond his discussion of issues like the Lee thesis. And he doesn’t address at all what happens when the people elect a dictator, or the sorts of political failures that can make this seem like the only viable option.

I wish I could be this optimistic about democracy. I would chalk Sen’s optimism up to it being the 90s, but I don’t think his views have changed in the last two decades, and I think they were pretty similar before that, too. But maybe my pessimism can also be attributed to a particular temporal and cultural setting. It seems obvious from today’s perspective that liberal democracy is neither inevitable nor sufficient for development. And to be fair, I don’t think Sen believes that either. He spends most of the book arguing that development consists of a network of mutually reinforcing processes, and it’s only when you have them all running that development fully occurs. But he does seem to put quite a lot of responsibility on democracy specifically, in a way he doesn’t for, say, equitable access to food. And I don’t know if democracy is capable of carrying that burden without some external cultural support. The network of dependencies is denser than Sen acknowledges. Maybe this doesn’t matter so much for the broad goals of development. The fact that democracy is a system that can recognize and rectify extreme injustice might be enough, even if it can’t quite accomplish every task Sen assigns it.

In the end, Sen’s project is to build a society that values freedom, broadly construed, and tries to make it happen. He calls this “individual freedom as a social commitment,” and ends the book with his optimistic case that we can make the world a better place through reason and liberty. The challenges of poverty, authoritarianism, and social choice are real, but it’s possible to overcome them and move forward. Despite today’s cynicism toward democracy, markets, and institutions, Sen’s enthusiasm is inspiring and more than a little infectious. This is another way he fits in with r/neoliberal. Even when I’m not fully on board with them, that community’s earnestness, vision, and willingness to think things through makes it a pleasant place to be. The same is true for Development as Freedom. Amartya Sen makes an almost painfully earnest case for the power of humanity to make things better by working together, and I can’t help but want him to be right.






Disciplined Minds: A Critical Look at Salaried Professionals and the Soul-Battering System That Shapes Their Lives by Jeff Schmidt

What color is your pill-achute?

How a radical leftist’s complaint about professionals resonates unexpectedly 20 years later

Jeff Schmidt is a radical professional, and a bit over 20 years ago he wrote a book about professionals: what they are, how they are formed, and how to be a radical (leftist) one. I’ve chosen to review his book, Disciplined Minds: A Critical Look at Salaried Professionals and the Soul-Battering System That Shapes Their Lives, because while I disagree mightily with both Schmidt’s political assumptions and goals, his theory about the relationship between professionals and institutions can serve as a fruitful entrypoint to the current ideological turmoil in many workplaces. As you will see, the world has been turned upside down in the last twenty years, but as the expression goes, la plus ça change, la plus c’est le même chose.

Professionals as ideological laborers

In Schmidt’s analysis, the difference between a nonprofessional, a professional, and a manager can be summed up in terms of her relationship to ideology: a nonprofessional is neither allowed nor expected to be creative in her job; a professional is required to be, but within “strict political limits”; a manager is the one hiring, managing, and firing the professionals as well as establishing the ideological interests the professionals serve.

Anyone older than say, 35, who has worked (or studied) in an institutional environment will probably not be surprised to learn that the professional’s talents are only valuable to the extent that they serve the given institution’s interests. That said, I agree with Schmidt that the rhetoric around professional qualifications has always been a false one: under the pretense of neutral expertise, professional trainings have always included an ideological component. Many, many students pursue professional training in the belief that their future success will depend on how well they acquire additional technical knowledge or skills. But sooner or later, they will realize that their success in the field really depends on their willingness to conform to the given ideological expectations of the profession they have chosen.

It is this prioritization of ideological training that explains, for instance, why law school does not prepare students to pass the bar; they prepare for that after all their course work is complete by taking a bar review course. (And note they most often have secured jobs before they pass the bar.)


This emphasis on ideological skills in law school is precisely what the powerful corporate law firms want, because the high-stakes legal battles they fight defending big business and wealthy clients are paramountly political. The simple ability to recite the law does not qualify one to do this work. Representing powerful clients requires lawyers who can make creative arguments about the intent of the law, who can find ways to argue that the public interest would be served by a favorable ruling, and who can sway public opinion in high-profile cases, where this opinion influences the outcome. Settling losing cases out of court is political work, too. Lawyers for the powerful must know, for example, to give high priority to negotiating clauses that keep the terms of the settlement secret, this to protect the corporation’s or rich person’s public image and to avoid setting a precedent that would help other wronged parties to obtain justice. Thus the big law firms aren’t primarily interested in the technical skills of the law school graduates they hire. Those skills are easily picked up on the job; an ideologically disciplined mind is not. (42-3)



If you are getting the feeling that Schmidt doesn’t care for professionals who serve the interests of rich people, you would be correct. In particular, he seems to have taken it quite hard to discover, during the course of getting his PhD in Physics, that the vast majority of the jobs in that field are funded by, and thus subservient to the interests of, the military and other defense-related departments of the United States government. While I’m no fan of the military-industrial complex, it strikes me as blindingly naive for Schmidt to have expected any differently. Military and weapons research is a long-established field, and there is really no reason to assume that these industries will not continue to be able to find scientists who, knowingly or not, conform their interests to the interests of the institutions paying their salaries and funding their labs.

Indeed, I’ve been to graduate school, albeit in the humanities, and initially I, too, believed that the goal was the pursuit of knowledge for its own pleasure. I certainly discovered otherwise, and the discovery was as shocking as it was unpleasant. But whereas I view this discovery as merely the process of maturation from the idealism of youth to the realism of adulthood, Schmidt sees a grand conspiracy of ideological corruption typical of a leftist political viewpoint, in which mean hierarchies thwart democratic ideals and thereby oppress the masses, the so-called “underrepresented majority” (109).

The New Woke Times

The crux of Schmidt’s argument rests on the permanent (at least until, one infers, the revolution) stranglehold that professionalizing institutions hold on society. One way in which they fulfill their mission to recruit and mold obedient members of the ideological laboring class is to simply refuse admission—under a false guise of meritocratic qualifications—to those who would be unlikely to conform to the desired status quo. The purpose of affirmative action, in Schmidt’s view, is specifically to allow people who will work against the status quo into the system. If one accepts that the qualifications are really just false proxies for political leanings, then the way one finds the appropriate candidates (by his measure) is precisely to admit them on the basis of relaxed standards:


What all this means is that the standard criteria at their best—that is, when equal opportunity is enforced—select more carefully for politically orientation than for socio-economic background. The result is that professionals with working-class backgrounds are no more likely than others to maintain a working-class orientation in their work. Affirmative action, on the other hand, does benefit workers, minorities and women, because it admits them on a different basis—through a relaxed version of the standard criteria—leading to graduates who are more likely to be oriented toward serving the underrepresented majority through their work. (110)



Although Schmidt—unlike in today’s prevailing KenDiAngelism, where melanin content is the chief determiner of victim status—resists viewing race as a proxy for victim status, he absolutely believes that experiences with discrimination is what produces a left-of-center tendency among “minorities as a group” (109). Given that it is these same minorities who are more likely to be denied or ejected from the professionalizing institutions, the stranglehold of these institutions is essentially unassailable.

It makes for a neat argument, at least in 2000. But in 2022, there is clearly something amiss. Here’s a wonderful passage that any contemporary reader cannot help but shake her head at:


Let’s look at another example of writing between the lines, again from the front page of the New York Times. This is the lead sentence of a news report on a 4 July 1992 parade of tall ships: “Majestic in a gray morning mist, the world’s largest gathering of tall ships in this century sailed out of the past and up the great amphitheater of New York Harbor yesterday in a stately salute to Independence Day and the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s voyage of discovery to the New World.” The reporter’s attempt here to write between the lines is rather transparent, despite his flowery language. The phrase that stands out a bit more than it’s supposed to is, of course, “voyage of discovery.” This clever formulation is modest enough to pass political scrutiny yet still manages to conjure up the old elementary-school-textbook image of Christopher Columbus as the discoverer of America—a European rather than a Native American image. Having planted this point of view in the mind of the reader, the Times story then seems perfectly reasonable as it goes ahead and celebrates Columbus in the old-fashioned way, without reservation. It is hard to imagine a nonprofessional coming up with a devious phrase like this—or even wanting to. (44)



Now, as you and I know, but of course Schmidt could not at the time of writing, is that the Times is no longer in the business of offering up the “elementary-school-textbook image of Christopher Columbus”; indeed, it’s literally in the business of writing textbooks with the goal of making Columbus out to be American’s first White Male Oppressor. Far from eschewing leftists in its newsroom, the Times has become a place where progressive ideology is enforced with the full power of a Slack pile-on; just ask Bari Weiss.

But this is what makes the initial chapters of Schmidt’s book so damn interesting. Because what if, even if the Times is superficially the exact opposite of what Schmidt saw it as twenty years ago, his analysis of professional conformity is still bang on?

Allow me to elaborate.

Earlier in this same chapter, Schmidt makes clear that the difference between the NY Times and the Wall Street Journal (which I started to subscribe to last year) is the nature of their respective readership:


The Times is written for a readership of professionals, who need ideological direction and reassurance of the system’s strength. The Journal is written for bosses—business owners and executives—who give direction and do not need to be reminded where their interests lie. Among Journal subscribers, mangers outnumber professionals more than three to one. Among Times readers, professionals outnumber managers three to two. (44)



In the year 2000, Schmidt identifies the Times as the paper of record for professionals, namely, for the segment of the population that is charged with enforcing the ideological interests of their bosses. As Schmidt is a leftist, it goes without saying (although he says so plenty) that the interests of these bosses is that of capitalist self-interest. Therefore, any notion that professionals as a group are “liberals” is the result of a misunderstanding of how professionals actually influence society (in Schmidt’s definition, “the set of relationships among… the collection of individuals who happen to live within the national boundaries”). While public opinion polls do show that “professionals are more liberal than non-professionals on many social issues, such as civil liberties, personal morality and cultural issues” (13), the fact is that they are not actually liberal where it counts, namely, on the job:


If, for example, you were given the power to dictate the outlook that governs the day-in day-out decision-making of a professional at work, and I were given the power to dictate the outlook that governs what that professional does inside the voting booth once every four years, then your power to shape society would be vastly greater than mine. (12-3)



Here is where it is tantalizing to begin to read Schmidt against the grain: clearly, in 2000, he was describing a situation in which supposedly liberal professionals were actually still quite conservative where it mattered: their own position in the political and economic system. Perhaps he had the Wall Street-reconciled Democrats of Bill Clinton in mind, who knows:


Professionals… tend to be very conservative on a long-standing issue of much greater importance to society: democracy. Discuss politics with a liberal professional and you will hear not a word in favor of a more democratic distribution of power in society, perhaps because in the professional’s view ignorant nonprofessionals make up the large majority of the population. Even the most liberal professionals tend toward authoritarianism in their social visions… Professionals are liberal on distant social issues, issues over which they have no authority at work and no influence outside of work. (12-13)



In 2022, a year when the Times is actively attempting to refashion both school curricula and general public opinion in the direction of overtly progressive politics, Schmidt’s qualification that professionals are only liberal on distant social issues now invites the reader to ponder what, in fact, has changed. Is the Times now a mouthpiece for professionals who are liberal on proximate social issues; has it become a paper of the revolution? Or is the Times still what it always was: a paper that tells professionals what they need to hear in order to keep their position within the system.

Although my feelings about hierarchy are in the Jordan Peterson rather than the Karl Marx camp, I nonetheless agree that, as David Rieff observes, the wokification of the New York Times and countless other professional workplaces nonetheless leaves Schmidt’s dreaded “system” intact:


Wokeness has almost nothing to say about the economy, and, more crucially, the more we see Woke in action in the larger world outside academe, the clearer it becomes that Woke is perfectly compatible with the current economic ideology—that is to say, with capitalism.



An eye for an eye makes the workplace suck

I’m kinda sorta on record as loathing the woke conditions of my workplace. Since I wrote that piece, my rage has only increased, as it is now clear that I’m working for a company that is quite literally aiming to promote what I think is a disaster for confused young women: aggressive “gender-affirming” care. (This is where, instead of helping female adolescents work through issues of anxiety, depression, body discomfort, self-loathing, etc., they are encouraged to think that pretending to become a male will solve all their problems. Many such women have had their healthy breasts removed before realizing that testosterone and surgeries didn’t help.) It is impossible for me to know whether this is being pursued for political or profit reasons, if not some familiar combination of the two. As Upton Sinclair might have said, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends upon his not understanding it.”

I am seriously contemplating resigning on the basis of this moral conflict (as soon as I can find another job, that is). But, surprisingly, it is Schmidt’s last chapter that has given me a new angle on this issue. He maintains, not unconvincingly, that the more appropriate response is to become, as he did, a radical professional within the system:


When individuals fail to get reform-oriented jobs and instead join the staffs of establishment organizations… they often identify with the opposition less and less as time goes by, because they feel they are not a part of it. They fail to see that although it would be personally pleasant to work for a flawless outfit, a willingness to struggle to make an imperfect one better might do the world more good.



The irony, of course, is that just as I can take this lesson from a motivated leftist, so can the trans rights activists. As they have. I mean, how do you think all these institutions got captured by the Woke to begin with? So in some real sense, we are all radical professionals now—and I think it’s awful. As much as I’d love to see leadership of the company I work for not blindly encouraging the removal of healthy tissues in service of an identity narrative I can only describe as religious in nature, obviously this reversal would not actually create workplace harmony.

Honestly, I don’t know how harmony might be achieved without a wholesale reimagining of functional disagreement in the workplace. As it stands now, the current stalemate leaves no one satisfied: the trans activists are still aggrieved (no concession is enough, it seems) while the people who dismiss pronouns as nonsense and can define the word woman (adult human female) are silently, anonymously seething.

Schmidt, good leftist that he is, sees the need to resist as grounded in the dignity of the individual: “At stake is not only the nature of the workplace and society, but your own nature as well—your very identity” (280). In this version of personhood, who you are is defined by how you resist the system. In this paradigm, resistance is never futile, because not to resist is to accept “a far deadlier course for your individual identity”. In short, not to fight is to submit to personal annihilation.

Call me a bigot (and you will), but that doesn’t sound like social progress to me.






Economic Hierarchies by Gordon Tullock

Naked and Afraid from the Discovery Channel didn’t live up to its potential. Though a handful of scraggly naked people trying to make it in Kenya’s wilderness made for interesting television, as they scratched themselves, got infections, and looked pretty uncomfortable. The interpersonal drama seemed contrived since their goals were mere survival, and the division of labor was not highly interesting in the show. I didn’t learn what I wanted--too much complacent nakedness, not enough competence-porn.

The show I am pitching is one about progress and knowledge. 900 scraggly people, they don’t have to be naked, but for the sake of argument, let’s say they are naked, are plopped in the wilderness with a bunch of raw materials and the mandate to build the highest level of civilization possible in three years, outcompeting another group of 900 scraggly naked people. Boom! Instant natural experiment: knowledge, society, organization, bottlenecks on development. From it we could dream up better models of how to bounce back from a civilizational setback, settle charter cities, and craft efficient institutional structures. We could recruit some of the best minds in hundreds of fields not to consult but to build publicly, with all data and streams tracked and uploaded to the internet for analysis. Of course, our prediction markets about the show would be filled with bets about what milestones would and would not be reached. Plus, we would be entertained and given insights at the same time.

That’s my pitch for how we will inspire people about progress, productivity, and the mysteries of society’s organization. I want the world to see bureaucracy and technology stripped down to their barest essentials, not contrived nakedness in the wilderness. The details of the show might help us understand what governance and incentives would make for the fastest civilization building.

A sense of wonder about these things and a desire to cultivate comparative advantage drove me to read Economic Hierarchies 1992 by Gordon Tullock.

When I was a kid, I always wondered what the bare minimum number of people required to make a moon landing is. Firstly, for the rocket program itself, but then for the entire supply chain that makes a moon landing possible. How many janitors, cooks, and truckers are required? How many computer scientists, farmers, and sheet metal cutters? Is this number lower or higher than it was in 1968? How much of this could be automated? The question grabbed me for the same reason I think Rollercoaster Tycoon, Minecraft, Civilization 5, and Mini-Motorways grab people: central planning is fun for the central planner! An ecosystem in a bottle, a town in a snow globe, one of those hobbyist train tables which the old guys built, Warhammer 40k, these things all somewhat scratch the itch. That same itch is scratched by Wikiciv, the wiki for building things from scratch, for it is an attempt to store the deep, practical how-to guides of civilization. Wikiciv is on board with this TV show idea, or they would be if I had sent it to them.

As an adult building a business or organization also scratches that itch though it is far more unwieldy, and the central planner fantasy proves to be just that. Do we know how many people with what skills are needed to do certain civilizational feats? Rockets capture the imagination, but if we want to take our organizations to the moon, we are going to need something more than rocket fuel; we will need operational excellence, the thing we are all waiting for -- a fully fleshed out theory of bureaucracy!

Gordon Tullock’s Economic Hierarchies is a hunt for that Red October of theories. As an opening salvo, it provides just enough to titillate the future scraggly nudist who will be working in front of cameras while building the Prospera Space Agency from scratch. Yes, I know space flight is not feasible for 900 people, (Space X alone has 9,500 employees; a lot more automation would be required for just 900 to make rockets work), but because rockets are cool, 900 naked aerospace engineers will serve as my prime motivating example while we dissect Economic Hierarchies. So, let’s imagine, that like a new age Gregor MacGregor, we are sending our 900 to Prospera to build out of just raw commodities the Prospera Space Agency.
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Tullock starts with Robert Coase’s essay “The Nature of the Firm”.


	
The Nature of the Firm





To what extent does our Space Agency need to be a single agency at all? Why not just a series of individual transactions which ultimately lead to the rocket ship and crew? The government/TV show producers want to buy a moon landing from a group of 900 scraggly naked people. Everyone in their barefoot society rushes to fashion raw materials into intermediate goods which will allow them to produce even more complex intermediate goods, and so on, up the supply chain until eventually the government can purchase the complete package of rocket, lander, and crew, etc.

Obviously, our mosquito-bitten space engineers will not spontaneously get to work on individual projects for a few reasons. Even if there was a means of exchange or price system rewarding individual tasks, which in this scenario there is not, we still have the traditional economic problems.

There are transaction costs in figuring out who is doing which things and how to coordinate your actions with others. If Geffen, the satellites expert, starts producing copper wire without any outside deliberation, he is risking inefficiency, perhaps taking up a task which someone else has absolute and/or comparative advantage in completing. Therefore, it is more beneficial for the skilled worker to communicate and coordinate with people before deciding on a course of action.

So, they will create organizations for metal working, plastic molding, food production, manufacturing, and so on. Organizations are necessary, because of high transaction costs. An organization internalizes and reduces those costs. That’s Coase.

Tullock’s guiding question for the entire work is what determines the size, scope, and structure of these organizations? Are there any broadly applicable principles by which a firm determines whether something will be done in-house or contracted out? To put it scholastically, how many choirs of bureaucrats does the entrepreneur require? Or more to the point, what determines institutional structure?

Tullock posits two possible views for why organizations set up their span of control, governance, information flow, and internal incentives the way they do.

Option 1) It doesn’t matter. They just have to pick something not obviously counterproductive. Within each industry and potential firm, there is an immense amount of freedom for how to organize the hierarchy. The varying structures of retailers, wholesalers, franchises, reverse franchises, consultants, in-house work, bonuses, salary increases, and penalties simply do not follow from any generalizable principles. Sorry, science!

Option 2) It does matter based upon some key details of the firm’s inputs, outputs, and human resources available.

Do we reject option 1? Tullock rejects it without much of a wince. Some organizations are far, far, far more incompetent than others. Something about the “economic hierarchy” allows for direction towards the explicitly stated goals of the firm. When an organization is conquered or bought out, or merged, sometimes these things are greatly improved. This should give us hope that the topic is something which might have principles! Yet at the same time, there is still an immense diversity of firm types. Diversity of types within competitive markets should indicate either niche strategies or key variables which determine type.

“To repeat an example used earlier retailing is sometimes carried out by individual stores, purchasing through wholesalers, and so on, sometimes by big, centralized organizations like Safeway, sometimes by a sort of combination, which we call franchising, sometimes by the kind of thing that is represented by Ace Hardware, which I have called reverse franchising. Nor is this a complete list of all the different ways these organizations can be set up.

“The existence of this vast number of different organizations presents a puzzle. The simple solution is that organizational form does not matter very much. If this is true, there are a considerable number of professors in business and public administration who should be encouraged to seek more constructive activity. On the assumption that it is not true, that that there is an alternative explanation, which is that certain details of the various problems met by these organizations dictate one particular structural form as most efficient. That seems to me the most likely explanation, but as the reader has discovered, I have been unable to put my finger on those detailed reasons.”

Moreover, we all know about free-riders, defection, Malthus, and Moloch. Clearly, some organizations are filled with an especially disturbing quantity of rent-seeking employees, office politics, immiserating incentives, and inadequate equilibria. (Tullock himself invented the term “rent-seeking” in his 1967 book Politics of Bureaucracy, which is in the same volume as Economic Hierarchies, for firms which use their power to decrease competition rather than change themselves. In Economic Hierarchies he extends the idea to employees within a firm, who use their position to make their lives more comfortable and convenient rather than maximizing the firm’s good or their superiors’ wishes.)

Of course, there is separate and wide literature for dealing with these other issues of incentives and efficiency. Economic Hierarchies, though, seeks out the relationship between incentive constraints and structure.

After our survey of hierarchical forms, we can say a great deal about the way to run them most efficiently. As stated in the last chapter, the use of incentives and well-functioning incentives is important. The basic structure, however, remains a puzzle.

What we have then is a society in which a large number of different organizations, some of them small, some of them simply individual people are interacting. A goal should be a structure in which the individual organizations are motivated to behave efficiently and the interaction is efficient. Over the history of the human race, these objectives have been a preoccupation of truly great minds. It cannot be said that they have been finally solved.

Tullock stuffs his book full of abstract and concrete examples. He uses abstractions and toy models to illustrate his basic conjectures, but his concrete examples running rough throughout bring wicker baskets of humor to an otherwise dry, dense, infuriating, cynicism-inducing study.


	
Information Flow





Let’s start with information flow. This seems like it will be a starting determinant on how we will organize our society.

How will the entrepreneur learn if something is not going right? How will the departments coordinate with each other? Who is really in charge of this meeting?

From the perspective of the mid-level bureaucrat there is a cloud of people in the organization -some higher, some lower. In the figure below our mid-level bureaucrat is the x, everyone in the oval has some immediate effect on his actions. The dots are constantly moving in and out of the oval. The purpose Tullock has in mind is to motivate a meditation on the difference between the formal, official and informal, organic structures of the organization and attempt to reconcile them. Besides the diagram, he also deploys this motivating excerpt from War and Peace in which the character Boris Dubretskoy discovers the difference_._
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At the moment when Boris entered, Prince Andrey, drooping his eyelids disdainfully (with that peculiar air of courteous weariness which so distinctly says, “If it were not my duty, I would not stay talking to you for a minute”), was listening to an old Russian general with many decorations, who, rigidly erect, almost on tiptoe, was laying some matter before Prince Andrey with the obsequious expression of a common soldier on his purple face.

“Very good, be so kind as to wait a moment,” he said to the general in Russian, with that French accent with which he always spoke when he meant to speak disdainfully, and noticing Boris, Prince Andrew to no further notice of the general (who ran after him with entreaties, begging his to hear something more), but nodded to Boris with a bright smile, as he turned towards him. At that moment Boris saw distinctly what he had had an inkling of before, that is , that quite apart from that subordination and discipline, which is written down in the drill-book, and recognized in the regiment and known to him, there was in the army another and more actual subordination, that which made this rigid, purple-faced general wait respectfully while Prince Andrey—of captain’s rank—found it more in accordance with his pleasure to talk to Lieutenant Boris Drubetskoy. Boris felt more than ever determined to follow in future the guidance not of the written code laid down in the regulations, but of this unwritten code. He felt now that simply because he had been recommended to Prince Andrey, he had become at one step superior to the general, who in other circumstances, at the front, could annihilate a mere lieutenant in the guards like him.

There is nothing like the moment in life where we realize that roles and titles are not indicative of power, influence, intelligence or capacity. Oftentimes, I find forcing formal structures upon a small organization too early does violence to the organic natural hierarchy, which develops through the nature of relationships. For those who need the clear signals of titles, this is a painful and confusing situation. But my hunch is that it is efficient and carries little risk when an organization is young.

This idea of the cloud of people makes sense for all organizations. If we think of it first as a cloud and secondly as a formal hierarchy, we probably are hitting closer to the truth of things.

An individual within the bureaucracy faces a cloud of other people, some of whom are clearly more important and can affect his career. Others are clearly inferiors; a large number cannot be classified either way. If this individual wants to get ahead, he must either please the superiors or form attachments to some of them, so it does not matter if he displeases others. Most large hierarchies have a sort of quasi-feudal structure as much higher officials have a number of followers who do their bidding and not that of their organization. One particular case is the “ugly genius.” This is a brilliant man who has no real prospect of getting ahead on his own because of his personality. A shrewd, smooth manipulator would regard such a person as a treasure, since his only real role in life is following someone else. The genius will provide bright ideas without having the savoir-faire to double cross his superior_._

I know the type: an official in HHS, who is known for his object-level competence and “ugly genius” qualities; fortunately, he and his coterie have been promoted to a high enough ranks that they can be a more competent hook in the side of the other slow, incompetents who make their careers inside Leviathan.

One difference between corporate structure and government structure, I notice, is that the government’s official rules try to make absolute rank more vital, by having more depend upon it, especially since seniority is easier to monitor than competence. Nonetheless, it still seems that there are ways around this through various “lateral” moves that open up higher ceilings. If anyone knows more about this, I am happy to hear it. Tullock implies that information ultimately is the currency for those inside the bureaucracy who are not in immediate relationship with one another.

I doubt that absolute rank is vital. Here you may know people who are either much higher or much lower than you in terms of absolute rank; they are so removed from your immediate structure that you need not to give them your attention. They are in essence, equals even though they do not appear to be. In some cases, such a relationship may be useful to both parties. Exchange of information may be jointly beneficial, even if the information is always somewhat indirect and only of general interest to the recipient.

I believe though that the general interest provides a sense about the competence and efficiency of other department managers, their goals and foibles, their talented inferiors, and stalled projects. All these at some point in the future open up the possibility of advantage. Meetings of this sort are in the explore category. Poke your head and see what’s out there, something might prove very useful.

The individual should regard his superior as only partially informed about his behavior. But as knowledgeable about aspects of it that are unpredictable. Controlling what information is passed on to the individual can influence his behavior positively. Although the degree of influence also depends on how well the superior assimilates these additional channels of information.

In other words, the superior-individual relationship has a lot of fog-of-war, and so, perhaps, in some sense, the lack of perfect knowledge about what each other knows keeps greater coordination than otherwise? This is a fascinating conjecture and similar to the idea of random audits and selective check-ins which can keep an organization working with less oversight. From the other side, one would want to consistently report good things to the superior.

Let us apply this idea to our middle level Foreign Service officer who faces various decisions regarding his activities in an embassy. He wants his junior officials to assist him, whether he is trying to carry out the orders of his superior or trying to implement what he thinks is the ethically superior course of action, (even if he is embezzling funds). He may also want to organize an apparatus of propaganda that communicates to his superior systematically biased positive data about his own activities.

Of course, if one is successful, the individual can then engage in more rent-seeking activities.

General Taylor, the commander of the Eighth Army during my last few days in the embassy in Korea, was barely interested in what went on in his army and immensely interested in what went on in the Pentagon and in the executive office of the president. His efforts relating to his command were geared mostly towards seeing and nothing happened to get him bad reports at those higher levels.

As a boss, the formal hierarchy is usually not the sole way to obtain information for precisely these reasons. Relationships with others within the organization can reveal a great deal.

People who saw that wonderful movie 9 to 5 recall that there was one unsympathetic character who was listed as a “spy for the boss.” She passes along to higher officials things that the lower officials don't want them to get. One understands perfectly why other people didn't like her. But from the standpoint of the efficiency of our total economy, or that corporation only, she was performing a social function, and when the other people succeeded in sending her off to Paris to prevent her from reporting a fairly major sin to their superiors, they were lowering efficiency.

Anybody who's been in an organization knows about efforts to prevent information which would be of use to higher officials from getting to them. For example, I was in a rather small organization, in which one of the secretaries characteristically arrived late. It did not affect her getting the work done; she was indeed very efficient. Nevertheless, the office supervisor reported her to the head of the organization. The other secretaries regarded this as a crime almost equivalent to rape.

Like a medieval king teaming up with the rich men of the towns to force the lords into submission on some issue, the hierarchical pincher move is not merely a tactic, but a method by which all actors can try and improve compliance.

“You went over my helmet!?”

“No, sir, more like around.”
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Span of Control





The move from information to compliance brings us to the major issue of the book “Span of Control,” the number of subordinates an individual is responsible for. Such issues run us right into that most feared of demons, bureaucracy.

Tullock offers a sneaky definition of a bureaucrat: someone who’s activity in the organization is not judged by market forces. So, bureaucrats instead of doing the thing which is rewarded by revenue ensures that the thing is done which is rewarded by revenue. Within all sufficiently large organizations, there is a bureaucracy, somewhat hierarchical, which is supposed to ensure that something gets done to the minimum standards. What makes this definition so sneaky is how much activity falls within the name ‘bureaucracy.’

We cannot take a broad view of market forces here. Tullock means evaluation of job performance will not be primarily in dollars. Rather, evaluation of job performance will rely upon attempts at objectivity other than dollars.

[William Niskanen] told me “A bureaucrat from the government moving into Ford Motor Company is all set to hit the ground running.” In other words, the structures are much the same.

Anthony Downs produced a sensible terminology, he suggested that we use the word bureaucracy, for an organization whose output is not evaluated in the market, the word bureaucrat would be applied to any individual whose output is not evaluated in the market. This pair of definitions means that it is possible to be a bureaucrat in a non-bureaucratic organization, and to be a non-bureaucrat in a bureaucratic organization.

Sometimes entire firms are purely bureaucratic. Accreditation agencies, for example, are purely bureaucratic. Using Tullock’s definition, the skewer of bureaucracy will run through any complicated workflow. Since each person only contributes a small part to the final product, much of their time will be spent in sharing information with each other, and only some time in working on the product itself. Bureaucracy for the Prospera Space Agency will not only be necessary, but likely ubiquitous.

Tullock does not say that bureaucratic agents exist to ensure the work gets done, but rather that what pleases the superior gets done. This difference makes dark, depressing sense. The output of work is evaluated by market forces, but the bureaucrat is evaluated by other means, since his influence on the work is hard to evaluate.

I remember one man who went in about the same time I did into the Department of State and rose very much faster. He had just been appointed counselor minister of the embassy, a small one, at the time that I was contemplating resignation. He kept emphasizing the necessity of improving his bridge game because he had heard that the ambassador liked bridge. Efforts to get him to comment on the political situation, a fascinating one, in his assigned country were completely frustrated. He simply was not interested.

In his review of Seeing Like A State Scott asked why do these people keep getting promoted even though their hair-brained bulldozer plans and neat rectangular grids maim and destroy society? I think the answer lies somewhere in this. Le Corbusier can propose the same crazy plan for Moscow and Paris, and then spend all his time schmoozing and endearing himself in high society.

The superior must create a structure to make sure his will is carried out towards the desired goal(s). This structure is called the span of control. When we assume that with each additional intermediary there is a percentage loss in the execution of the desires of the superior, then the superior has to make choices about how to organize the bureaucracy so that his will can be done. There are endless variations on this in the book, laborious yet insightful.

The Big Span of Control Model

Tullock sharpens his machete on the twin issues of span of control and rent-seeking, then sets off into the Honduran jungle looking for recurring patterns. Here I go through his most magnificent toy model, which he found in the ancient Poyais Tomb of some magnificent Cacique.

Suppose we have a society of 40 people, one of whom is a fairly dominant type, with a good chance of becoming the dictator of an organization. Each of these 40 people in the average day performs 10 acts; these citizens then affect the outside world by 400 total acts each day.

One of them is a potential dictator, and under our present circumstances, 10 out of the 400 acts are those he favors [since he is the one doing them], the other 390 nearly are randomly related to his desires. Suppose that he now becomes a complete authoritarian dictator, using previous three-for-one structure: i.e. he will have three immediate inferiors, each of whom supervises three, and each of them also supervises three. With this structure there are now 27 people at the bottom having acts within the outside world. The other 13 are our dictator and his supervisory personnel. The net effect is that there are 270 acts relating to the outside world, whereas before there were 400.

The point is that these 270 are more closely aligned to the dictator's will. But how closely? Tullock continues:

Assume that at each stage there's a 25% deterioration. Therefore, of the acts performed by the top-level inferiors who are simply supervising 75% will be in accordance with the real wishes of the dictator and 25% not, and so on down the line. In this situation, the 27 people at the bottom will end up with 42.6% of their acts carrying out the wishes of the dictator, or a total of 113.90 acts.

This is far better than 10 original acts. But I am confused, if 390 acts were originally randomly related to his desires, we probably want some assumption about how many of the random 390 he would have willed anyway. Tullock does not presume that uncoordinated actions cancel each other out or interfere with the dictator’s plans, but rather that they are just really long lunch breaks or email correspondence with journalists or something innocuous like that.

On the other hand, 156.09 of their acts will not be in accordance with the dictator's preferences, but will be randomly distributed. Certainly, from the dictator standpoint, having roughly 114 acts in accordance with its desires and effect on the outside world is better than 10. He has gained; in fact, this is the largest number of acts affecting the outside world that he can have.

Is this unrealistic? If the majority of acts affecting the outside world cannot be in accordance with the dictator’s wishes, shouldn’t we expect to see corporations behaving in strange and contradictory ways all the time? What’s keeping them coordinated? It is practically a truism that most companies and organizations appear fine on the face, but behind the curtain are always on the verge of collapse, software stacks are like this too; so it seems is everything.

But let us suppose that there are some things he wishes to control in which his interests are more serious or more important than others. Assume that he establishes a smaller organization for the purpose of dealing with fewer things –specifically, one organization in which he has three supervisors under his control. And they each control three people who actually affect the outside world. In other words, we drop off the bottom rank. In this case, there will be 270 acts that are not controlled, because they are performed by people who are not part of the hierarchy, 90 acts performed by the bottom nine people in the hierarchy; so, again, the total number of acts performed is less than the original 400, and not all of those bottom 90 acts are in accordance with the desires of the dictator. Using our 25% deterioration, we find that 56% of the acts at the bottom level are performed in accordance with the desires of the dictator, or 50 together. The people at the bottom also perform 39.6 acts that are not in accordance with his desires, and the total number of acts thus is therefore 309.6.

I found this section confusing at first. In other words, Tullock is imagining a scenario in which the one dictator takes control of 3 people who together coordinate 9. The remaining 27 people are left on their own to do whatever. Thus he gets a consistent set of 50 acts that follow his dread bidding. Why would he prefer this structure to the previous one?

Obviously, this situation is less desirable from the standpoint of the dictator unless the 50 acts that are now subject to control are more important than the others. There is no reason why that could not be so, and, as a matter of fact, most dictators do follow this kind of a pattern or some system under which they have even less control. In other words, the dictator has reduced his total control over the environment in order to concentrate his control over some things that he finds very important.

This reminds me of Dominic Cummings’ complaints that Boris Johnson was more concerned with his girlfriend than nuclear security issues. But although describing a very salient dynamic, I think Tullock is missing something here. Surely, part of the reason some things can be ignored is not merely that they are less important, but also they can be relied upon to operate acceptably smoothly without additional interference. I take issue with this model for not explicitly including any assumptions about the nature of these 270 acts which are not according to the dictator’s wishes. Clearly, they are not exclusively rent seeking activities, such as embezzling company funds for flights and tours at the Prospera Space Agency, or at cross-purposes with the dictator, which would, I imagine, provoke his attention. Instead they must be orthogonal and irrelevant to him at current margins.

Our final model here is one in which the dictator has not two but three levels of importance for acts. The things he thinks are important, he does himself; we will assume he uses one-third of his time and therefore gets 3.3 contacts with the outside world perfectly in accord with his preferences. There is another one-third of the acts which are dealt with through a very small bureaucracy. Since he is now devoting one-third of his time to controlling that bureaucracy, he does not get fifty contacts with the outside world in accordance with his preferences but only twenty. The rest of the society is also organized in a gigantic hierarchy with him at the top, and he devotes only one-third of his time to supervising that, with the result that 20 of their acts are not in accordance with his preferences. For a grand total, he has 43.3 acts in accordance with his preferences.

Okay, so he is taking some control of that other part of the bureaucracy! I was getting nervous and a bit clammy.

Clearly, this situation is worse than either of the other two, but he has stratified things so that the most important acts are certainly in his control, the second level of importance are to a considerable extent under his control, and the ones that are least important are only modestly controlled. Whether this is better than the earlier systems depends on whether he has strong feelings about which policies are most important.

The assumption that some things are more important and have greater weight than others seems obviously true. But for those of a high modernist bent, or those who wish for well-functioning bureaucracy, this is deeply depressing. Tullock makes it seem that there is no way to achieve efficiency in a large, formal organization. The entrepreneur or CEO will always be unable to have his vision or wishes transmitted faithfully and performed.

This fabricated structure is actually quite realistic. Supervisors, whether they are dictators or branch managers of Safeway, do make some decisions themselves for direct action to the outside world; they supervise some through a narrow hierarchy; they allow many aspects to be dealt with by a wide hierarchy. Even this system with three levels of importance is a simplification since many things are seen as not significant enough to supervise.

I see this passage and thought experiment as a culminating one. Many of the insights scattered throughout the work are included here. Span of control depreciates down the hierarchy inviting different methods, such as random audits and administrative shake-ups to reduce the depreciation rate and limit rent seeking, the importance and treacherous nature of incentives manifests, all these essential elements of the work are present. Yet, like much of the book, he fails to tie this together into a coherent framework for determining how any such an organization should be set up. I feel so close to a visceral insight, but so far I’m drawing a blank.

I do want to meet “the Napoleon of Safeway”; that’d be a treat.
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Governance and Incentives and Committees





Our final section is on governance.

PSA might select a dictator to rule and administrate, then the dictator might select and sort other people to lead teams in departments. The key thing is that the dictator accurately judges what is most important to keep track of and knows what can be left to other departments to figure out on their own.

You know, sometimes supervision is easy. It doesn’t have to be hard.

Much depends of course on how easy the task is to supervise. The situation in the traditional army in which soldiers stood in long straight lines is unfortunately exceptional.

Frederick the Great watches from the hilltop to see which regiments of the 10,000 men are marching forward at the right pace.

Prospera Space Agency is going to have to be lean and intelligent to do so much with so little. For example, it is more likely to organize itself into functional departments, each carrying out radically different tasks, not able to be supervised in the Frederick the Great method.

Less common method is one in which the government is divided, not geographically, but functionally. The ruler maintains an army with garrisons everywhere, a police ministry will have offices scattered throughout the country, an engineering division will build roads all over, and so on. Normally, most governments have been geographic with some aspects of specialized functional division. The central government of the United States is not dictatorial, but like many other governments in federal areas, it is divided functionally, rather than geographically. Of course, that is compensated for by the fact that the states make up a geographic division that is not part of the federal government.

In our age, the equivalent for neat military lines is financial statements. These are a nice assessment tool.

The accounting system provides a fairly decent way of measuring the impact of various divisions of the larger enterprise on the larger enterprises profits. Something like the general counsel's office, to a large extent, escapes this measurement process. Because although the costs can be easily evaluated, the benefits are hard to put a price on. Aside from the advantages of having a simple objective, and a method of measuring its success, corporation officials must be continually concerned with the accounting evaluation of their behavior. In other words, they must please their superiors.

So since accounting measures are a standard that knowably and reliably please the superiors, we should expect individuals to try to meet at least the minimum threshold of departmental profit.

Accounting measures calculate how much profit is made, they do not tell you how much is due to the external environment, the competitive pressure, and so on. In most cases today however, the accounting system is a great boon to managers of large companies attempting to deal with their subordinates. Any manager who uses the accounting system and nothing else will be beaten by a manager who's able to use the accounting system as a guide, but then improve on it by considering the degree of competitive pressure and other factors.

Fine, they aren’t perfect. We didn’t say market forces were perfect, but that they are way better than the alternative.

Even though managers of profit seeking enterprises are in a much better situation than the managers of the Department of State and controlling their subordinates, the problems are still real.

Tullock is not so sanguine about market force incentives sweeping throughout the company making the bureaucrat behave. Remember, he is not assessed by the market!

For now, we will assume that the official’s objective is to follow the course of action that maximizes his likelihood of promotion, or at least retention. This assumption is not arbitrary. People who maximize their career goals rise fastest. Hence, they're the topmost people in a bureaucracy once they get to the top, however, they no longer have anywhere to go. At that point, they may change to a heavy consumption expenditure.

One can definitely feel this pull when one finds a comfortable position in an organization. I have at times. You say to yourself, “I have risen as high as I need to. I am respectable and am in a respectable job doing well and doing good. I deserve some time for complacency.” I suppose one way to avoid this is becoming power hungry, but that seems like it might bring out some of your less flattering traits. Another method is to have more kids until it is hard to afford them, then you’ll have to find ways to keep rising!

Phil Tetlock in Superforecasting mentions that forecast skill also has to take into account difficulty due to external factors. Predicting rainfall in Phoenix, AZ accurately is easy, in Springfield, MO most difficult. The same goes for assessing departments, it is difficult to assess how much success or failure is attributable to internal or external factors. Since it is so hard to compare corporate departments, even with the pure accounting mechanism, it is especially difficult for those departments whose value is not monetary in nature.

I mentioned earlier the impossibility of determining whether a given embassy is doing a good job. And, to give away a secret, the Department of State does not make any significant effort to find out. If all the routine steps are taken, the various reports filled at the right time, and Congressmen pleasantly entertained, higher officials can expect a standard rate of promotion.

Sometimes it is abundantly clear that a department or a bureaucrat is ineffective, and yet…

Here's a true horror story. A political appointee in the Reagan administration discovered that one of his high-ranking civil servants was never in the office. When he inquired about the man, he learned he was a dipsomaniac and was home drunk. Since the appointee had some fervor, he decided that the civil servant should be fired, if he did not cure himself. The lengthy procedure for getting rid of a civil servant requires that his supervisor have several interviews with him, in which the defects of his work are pointed out. Since the man was almost never in the office, this approach proved difficult. However, when it was finally accomplished, the man was fired. He probably sued the government for reinstatement and the Civil Service Commission not only reinstated him but compelled the government to pay his lawyer’s fee.

Excuse me, while I bang my head against this palm tree.

That was some extremely effective rent-seeking. I pray every morning that this was a fluke example and if anyone in the comments provides their own horrifying example, know that I will not forgive you should it cause a mental breakdown.

We are concerned about rent seeking in the interior of the corporation. Let us elaborate on our previous discussion of leveraged buyouts. Suppose that we have a large corporation and there appear to be profits from taking it over and reorganizing it. The method of taking it over has changed over time. Long ago, it was proxy fights, then it became the activities of corporate raiders, and now it tends to be leveraged buyouts that is considered a typical leveraged buyout of a mythical Behemoth Corporation.

In general, Tullock says, cutting 1/3rd of a bloated middle management seems to work reliably for increasing efficiency for a while at least. He posits two reasons for this. Firstly, remaining management works harder to compensate for the cost of the buyout. Secondly, they have less time and ability to seek out rent-seeking opportunities after the reorganization.

As a last bit about governance, Tullock explores the nature of rewards and punishments. In the spirit of free market theorists, he emphasizes that freedom of exit means that all so-called ‘punishments’ within the organization are actually a reduction in benefits.

It used to be said that when J. Edgar Hoover did not like an official, they would send them off to the FBI offices in Butte. This was regarded as punishment. But it really was not, since the person could freely leave if he wanted. What it was really was reducing his rewards sharply. It is easy to mix up the choice between a cut in the rewards a person receives and actual punishment. From the standpoint of the person's situation before the change is made. There's no great difference, except that it is always possible for the person to refuse to accept the reduction in reward and quit. You cannot do that with a true punishment.

It is one of the characteristics of capitalism or, for that matter, any kind of open economy that the basic method of getting obedience is the carrot. The stick is restricted to preventing crime, and things of that nature. A man given a sentence of 10 years cannot just decide to quit. One of the characteristics of communism as it was, not as it was claimed to be, was that it depended heavily on the stick rather than the carrot.

I find this an important and interesting reminder for political and ethical reasons. Society in its governments and organizations confers benefits and incentives on us, but when we make rules which compel action, it is likely best, insofar as possible, to remember that freedom for exit is an important check. People might choose to incur the high costs of a reduction in benefits, but that is not the same as a punishment. Offering people these options seems to be a hallmark of a nontyrannical society. At the same time, if you want to boycott Amish furniture because of their free-riding on certain tax-payer benefits, you can still do that and thus increase the cost of being Amish.
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Committees

Anyway, getting back to governance, we need to talk about committees. The endless supply of committees. The neverending meetings of committees. Why do they torture us so?

The committee itself may in a special way reduce rent seeking activity. Personal goals are harder to push through a committee than through an individual because of the number of people to convince and offsetting factors that individuals do not have as much riding on the matter and, therefore, may put less energy into it.

If you want to stop Lex Luthor from rising up the ranks too fast, try committees!

This indicates that the innumerable committees which we observe in large corporations, and meeting on all sorts of subjects actually serve the function of making rent seeking somewhat less severe.

This seems to cost in efficiency though. Committees are not known for moving fast, are they? People, though, are even less willing to take responsibility for their actions than committees are.

A relatively risk-neutral person would probably be more likely to take chances with his own corporation than with a corporation by which he is hired. I have a friend who for a time was a high official in one of the more powerful and older American corporations. He said one of the real functions of the committee structure in this corporation was that it permitted people to take large risks without any responsibility. You never could trace any losses back to anyone. This protection may have set the other phenomenon [of creating inefficiency].

Frankly, I never thought of this. I am very surprised by this idea! Committees take risks where individuals won’t? I want some more evidence before I can be convinced. Maybe the idea is that they can in some circumstances be a type of bravery support group so that collectively the institution can pass the bravery test and make tough and risky decisions? Or maybe, the average individual is more afraid of being blamed for a decision gone wrong that will take them out of the game, and so, on average committees dominate dictators? I’m not sure of this, though I’ve written on related issues before.

Why then is a committee a good vehicle? We have mentioned that individual committee members will not produce as many ideas as they would if the same individuals were dealt with separately. Assume that five junior officials produce some particular quantity of new ideas individually. And that when you subtracted the duplication, there would be a total of say 25 ideas. The committee would produce fewer ideas, say fifteen, as many as three individuals operating by themselves. They then examine this collection of ideas and write them according to merit, passing on one to their superiors as the principal recommendation with possibly several alternatives. They are fully prepared to switch to another if the superior does not approve of it. The process will not be perfect. However, it is likely that the top idea passed on to the superior is, say, one of the three best out of fifteen.

The reviewing process will not be perfect. However, it is likely that the top idea passed on to the superior is, say, one of the three best out of our fifteen. The committee then combines a process of generating ideas with a process of winnowing. It does neither with perfect efficiency but performs the combined task better than any other system. It particularly eliminates genuinely poor ideas early in the process so as not to waste time on them. Careful attention should be given to the opportunity the structure provides for the strategically maneuvering and rather unscrupulous junior officials. The committee is not a good area for him to operate, because his actions will be promptly noticed by rivals. He may of course, be an expert in committee manipulation, and may operate very well in committee. Hence, his promotion is promotion for merit. A committee by guaranteeing much publicity for almost anything that is done, makes the more devious types of political maneuvering by officials less likely to pay off.

So committees without having the best ideas may still propose consistently high quality ones. By this process of generating and winnowing, they are also keeping eyes and ears on each other’s intentions and actions, creating the social cohesion, or pressure, if you will, to keep everyone on the same page. This can be good for keeping outlying members in check, but bad if the outlying members are the only competent ones. From an organizational standpoint, I guess you would want to gauge whether your goals are better served by a normal distribution of talent which tends towards being typical, slower, methodical, and echo chamber-y, or if the mean performance doesn’t cut it, handing the power of the committee over to a dictator.

This then is my explanation of why we see all these committees in profit making corporations, even those subject to considerable pressure. Normally, committee structure is cut back when the organization is in trouble. But that may simply indicate that they are taking a relatively short-range approach to economy rather than long-range. A company on the verge of bankruptcy is hard pressed to make money immediately and may be willing to give up some potential for future money making. These remarks about the committee, however, are only a specialization of some more general remarks about the nature of corporate headquarters. Anyone who has had contact with them will be impressed with not only the number of committees there, but the number of people, many of whom do not have highly specified jobs. Indeed, the professional management advice teams that go around the world spend much of their time bemoaning this fact and suggesting that the jobs be sharply defined, and that people stopped getting outside of their formal jurisdiction. In spite of all this advice, the phenomenon continues.

I really like this framing of committees. It allows that they have use for ensuring long-run continuity of whatever but, like the Roman Republic, need to be suspended in a crisis. And furthermore, informal roles and interactions dominate human affairs given half a chance. This is something that the inner James Scott always insists on, quite rightly. Trying to reduce what people, heck, even a company is trying to do to one or two variables simplifies too much. Given half a chance, humans crave imperfect, messy, highly networked systems, with strange and distributed feedback loops. The highest and best officials harness and love this jungle, which flies in the face of Big Brother.

Well run organizations, however, do not simply accept the top recommendation of this administrative swamp. The higher officials look over several of the decisions, selecting the one that he likes best. Sometimes the individual at the top will invent his own idea, rather than accepting the ones presented to him. Even in this case, however, he will usually turn to the administrative swamp for some processing of his basic idea.


	
Back to the 900 Prosperan Engineers





What does this all mean for the Prospera Space Agency?

Self-selection means that we can ignore all sorts of normal bottlenecks that throttle normal organizations. For example, we can expect all of our members to be fanatics, dedicated to the mission of technological progress.

The cameras and public attention likely means that rent-seeking - of the egregious sort - will be nearly non-existent. In fact, many participants in the experiment will likely see themselves as being in a giant, public marshmallow-test style job interview.

Assuming some pretty standard functional departments, I doubt anything very unique organizationally will emerge from the “Prosperan Naked and Looking to Tech Up” experiment. They will likely just create a jungle of interrelations the way any high powered network does with some formal structures for guardrails and get to work. But I would like to be surprised by something different.

We started out with a dream of progress through natural experiment, but by this point it has unraveled. The natural experiment of 900 engineers was contrived. Its lessons are unlikely to transfer. While it is still a great idea for other reasons, for coming to a deeper understanding of bureaucracy it’s no better than the default option: getting a job or starting a company.

I am sad that my original game plan of relating everything to my original thought experiment has not worked out. Many of the problems of a bureaucratic organization are contingent upon the environment. And in this case, the artificial environment of a prestigious natural experiment changes too many variables to draw general lessons or implement a first principles state-of-nature approach to organizational creation. Once again, high modernism has been foiled, because we overdetermined the environment, and wished to use simple models, not just to describe, but to prescribe human activity.


	
We Learned Something, I Think





Tullock ends in aporia.

Having frankly confessed that I am puzzled by [why we see so many structures], I could put this manuscript in a drawer, and hope that in another 20 years of thought, I might solve it. Since I am 69, however, that does not seem feasible.

The alternative is to present the problem to my readers and hope that they will solve it, preferably in less than 20 years. Detective mysteries contain a challenge to the reader. I'm following that precedent. Can you produce an explanation for these many different organizational forms? If you can, you should become both wealthy and famous. You would also confer a great benefit on society. With all those incentives, surely, you will try.

I am a sucker for challenges like this. Someone posts a bounty, and I am interested immediately. Tullock has, in a way, placed a bounty on bureaucratic organizations. And I fell for it by writing this review. Scott placed a bounty of sorts on writing compelling reviews, and I fell for that too. I want to work a little less hard at my job, and so here I am, rent-seeking, i.e. writing a book review.

Economic Hierarchies has provided me with a handful of tools that I will certainly use and think about in exercising organizational control: the cross-span structure, like the U.S. Army uses, seems to provide a lot of safeguards and professionalism in battle situations at the cost of large administration, while leaner structures, like the final structure in the “Big Span of Control Model” rely on a lot more trust, while administrative focus is on the other important aspects, how and why can different types of administrative shake-ups and committee formation work for the organization, methods of random allocation and functional grouping to optimize audits and departmental assessment for the least number of audits for the greatest possible effect, etc. These are good, but not framework shattering.

If there is one general thing I have taken from Economic Hierarchies, it is that bureaucratic structure is highly path dependent from the moment of its establishment. Initially the entrepreneur tries to expand capacity to manage different subsidiary projects. The way this happens likely depends on the external environment and resources open to the entrepreneur, and then follows path dependency for some time. Committees and heavier bureaucracy act as insurance against the worst happening against the leader’s wishes, but limits the freedom for action of the most talented, creating a tradeoff between defense and longevity of the organization and ability and capacity.

I have also become more agnostic about general structure mattering so much. Although Tullock sought a perfect model. I am suspicious that one cannot be found. Similarities will be Tolstoyan, in that “all happy companies are the same, and all unhappy companies are unhappy in their own way.” And important differences in structure are based, not upon some simple, rational schema, but at best a 70x70 flow chart of situations one might find oneself in.

As a meandering meditation with anecdotes Economic Hierarchies is a great lubricant for bureaucratic story swapping. Gordon Tullock’s favorite examples involved Safeway, Napoleon Bonaparte, the Department of State, Chinese government, and Fairfield Ltd. a real estate construction company. If he were successful in working some deep insight into my mind, I would be proposing we go out and test a few ideas right now.

As it is, I, like him, submit myself to aporia and leave the adventure to you.
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Epilogue

We forgot one Jew along the way! Andrew Gelman is still alive and wants to say something. Gelman is a disciple of Rubin and his blog headline begins with “statistical modeling, causal inference” so he definitely has opinions on all this, which he expresses in his own review of the Book of Why. He’s a bit upset that Pearl is so dismissive of statisticians, who he relegates as “stuck” on rung one, unable to ascend his fancy ladder. I thought this would be a good chance to see a potential outcome practitioner and Pearl actually get down to what’s the problem between them and start to agree, but of course there is no hope. If you want to see for yourself a discussion between experts, Pearl copy-pasted his debate with Gelman on his blog for convenience, and there’s also an older post by Gelman with Pearl popping out in the comments to disagree, with a recap by Gelman. (But… do they disagree for real? Who knows! Ready the printing machine!) I’ll just cite here Pearl’s commencing reaction to Gelman’s review:


Andrew,

The hardest thing for people to snap out of is the bubble of their

own language. You say:

“I find it baffling that Pearl and his colleagues keep taking

statistical problems and, to my mind, complicating them by

wrapping them in a causal structure (see, for example, here).”

No way! and again: No way! There is no way to answer causal questions

without snapping out of statistical vocabulary.

I have tried to demonstrate it to you in the past several

years, but was not able to get you to solve ONE toy problem

from beginning to end.

This will remain a perennial stumbling block until one of your

readers tries honestly to solve ONE toy problem from beginning to end.

No links to books or articles, no naming of fancy statistical

techniques, no global economics problems,

just a simple causal question whose answer we know in advance.

(e.g. take Simpson’s paradox: Which data should be consulted?

The aggregated or the disaggregated?)

Even this group of 73 Editors found it impossible, and have

issued the following guidelines for reporting observational studies:

https://www.atsjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1513/AnnalsATS.201808-564PS

To readers of your blog: Please try it. The late Dennis Lindley

was the only statistician I met who had the courage to admit:

“We need to enrich our language with a do-operator”. Try it,

and you will see why he came to this conclusion, and perhaps

you will also see why Andrew is unable to follow him.

JP



Wow, Pearl sounds so… cranky. He must be exasperated at statisticians not getting this stuff. And the only statistician who did died from the shock. But there are also his usual tone of biblical entitlement and the forced newlines that add a sophisticated touch of mysticism.

Anyway: in the end Gelman never solves Pearl’s toy problem because he thinks it makes no sense, Pearl tries to bring the discussion more on mathematical territory in the hope of going somewhere, but Pearl doesn’t understand Gelman when he makes more specific examples of things he knows well, and Gelman doesn’t understand Pearl when he makes his own specific examples. We, the ignorant readers, are left with the task of making sense of all this.

I know that I’m not an expert, I’m just an anonymous internet dweller, but I hope to have at least tentatively convinced you in this review that it is possible to get down to the mathematical details and unify everything in a meaningful sense. (Yes I have shown only specific examples with binary variables for simplicity, but all the steps of the reasoning apply more generally.) This swamp of disagreement must be due to what programs these people are running in their heads. To investigate the matter, I rewatched an old dialogue between Gelman and Yudkowsky. My violently uncharitable two-line paraphrase of their exchange is:


Yudkowsky: Imagine the ideal Bayesian agent, the flow and trickle of probability mass over an infinite space, gliding over filaments of evidence, a never ending journey to the truth which had always been nowhere but at the center… How can we mere mortals ascend to that ideal?

Gelman: Uhm, man, I dunno have you tried using more regressors? Last week I used 12 but sometimes I even go for 18. Have you checked that you don’t have coding errors in the model?



Gelman is clearly the human being of the situation, while Yudkowsky is… I don’t know what Yudkowsky is really and I don’t care now, so I’ll say instead that Pearl is the math nerd. Like he says in the Book of Why:


When reading a scientific article, I often catch myself jumping from formula to formula, skipping the words altogether. To me, a formula is a baked idea. Words are ideas in the oven.



I guess that Gelman, judging by his blogging, thinks mostly verbally, and I have fun imagining Pearl applying his principle when he argues with Gelman, skipping everything that Gelman says. Another mathy Pearl quote closing a discussion is (emphasis mine):


All,

Well it has been fun. And, if I did not succeed

in convincing anyone to convert to the dual-perspective

camp, I hope I at least managed to convince you that

causality is about the world – chimes, seat-belts, coins and bells,

not about the method you use in your analysis and not

about what this or that gurus said or did not say.

Causality has been mathematized, so there is

no more room for difference of opinion.

=======Judea Pearl



This is from 2009 so he’s still relatively polite, he talks about the “dual-perspective camp” trying to play the syncretism card. But then he immediately doubles down with his punchline! OPINION IS NO MORE. I AM TRUTH. A typical phrase of wisdom that you have to tell kids is that “math is a universal language, it crosses all borders and differences, every mathematician can understand other mathematicians without ambiguity and they all give each other little kisses.” So while going home with his mother little Pearl is thinking “so if I want to show other people that I am right I just need to express everything into math, they won’t be able to deny my genius then!” The following day, little Pearl gets beaten and left bleeding in the courtyard.

As I illustrated, I don’t buy the strong hierarchy interpretation of the ladder of causation. But I must admit that my sympathy goes to Pearl. He’s very stubborn and a bit arrogant but he has indeed shown already many years ago how he clearly understands the mathematical structure of all this better than anyone else. All the other people I see discussing this seem to miss the big picture and get bogged down in details at some point. I’d just add a pinch of Jayesianism to make Pearl more coherent toward data and he would be perfect to my taste, if not in character at least in content. I think that Pearl’s description of causality is complete and totally generic: if you can’t express your problem within it, it’s because you haven’t mastered the language. I can understand Pearl’s disgruntlement at other experts expressing disagreement without having first learned how to make sense of his tools.

I feel the same way with frequentism vs. Bayesianism. I took my time to learn to wear both the frequentist hat and the Bayesian hat. In front of any problem, I can load the desired mindset and decide to be coherently frequentist or coherently Bayesian depending on the social occasion. I strongly prefer Bayes but I recognize that it’s not a choice you can force with a definitive proof, you can be consistent in both ways, and you don’t lose out on absolute descriptive power either way. But I’m still cornered when my interlocutor makes a puddle of everything and reasons like a human, dividing concepts in clusters as it goes and linking them with a mixture of syllogism and spit, with both Bayesian and frequentist probabilities coexisting together in the real world and arguing with each other, concepts being humans all the way down. Darn humans! Then it becomes impossible to draw rigorous conclusions from the starting point. To avoid confusion you need to work within a language which is very rigid but also totally generic, and stick to it. As if you were writing a computer program.

I see Gelman and Rubin as treading the human world, a dream which Pearl tries to wake them from, but can’t because he is trapped in the human world too, having fixated on a caste system for his formulae. Ok, without the mysticism: Gelman is very practical, he attacks concrete problems and thinks about how to do it. In his worldview, any theoretical invention is a tool designed to be ergonomic, statistics is a toolbox, statisticians are plumbers. He has a set of trusted wrenches, they do the job in his hands, and now Pearl comes along insisting obnoxiously on selling him a new fancy micro-feedback wrench thing that should avoid breaking weak pipes. Gelman already manages, he just knows by looking at the pipe, he picks the right wrench and tightens just the right amount. Pearl insists that Gelman is not really understanding how he doesn’t break pipes, but hey man, what’s the point? He fixes almost every pipe fine, and when he makes a mistake, he goes back and picks another pipe, that’s life. Pearl tries to convince Gelman by showing him the duper-wrench in action—but he doesn’t seem very good at wrenching so Gelman remains skeptical.

Maybe I shouldn’t demand that they agree. They are brilliant people, and are best left alone generating undisturbed their stream of insights however they like it and independently of each other. The more they disagree, the more ideas they spawn, the more we can pick from. On the other hand, scientific practice does end up having concrete effects and I would like to prevent Fisher-type situations. In The Book of Why, Pearl makes a lot of examples of real-life failures that have their seed in a lack of understanding of causes and effects, but I don’t know how this actually translates to the work of econometricians and other scientists. On purely theoretical and mathematical grounds, I’m convinced of the good quality of Pearl’s techniques. I’m optimistic this will continue to hold when I encounter the occasion to apply them.

There are many more things to be said on this topic, but… read the book! Here I reviewed just three chapters and a half, out of a total of ten! More than just a review, I hope to have provided a context for its technical aspects, such that you won’t end up disoriented when you read it. Because you should read it! It’s a juicy big book! Would buy! Nine women out of ten recommend it if forced! Bestseller in Poland! Ask your local libgen proxy about this book!




Exhaustion

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

I.

Imagine you find yourself, over the course of a few weeks or months, becoming steadily more tired. You’re not doing any more work or other activities than you usually do, but nonetheless you find that you are able to do less and less before running out of energy. You start to pick and choose your battles – do I really feel up to this gym session? Do I really need to go to this work function? – and little by little your world begins to shrink. The sense of exhaustion becomes more pervasive, and occurs from when you wake up until you go to sleep. Any exertion leads to you paying for it in a general worsening of exhaustion and malaise that makes you question whether the activity was worth it. Eventually, you learn your lesson and withdraw from even the most basic activities – sometimes you don’t get out of bed, have trouble feeding yourself, and find your thinking has become clouded and sluggish ( a phenomenon sometimes called ‘brain fog’). Sleep becomes difficult, activities become less enjoyable, and you find that you are restless and anxious despite spending almost all your time attempting to rest.

As Anna Schaffner explains it in Exhaustion: A History, you will find yourself in good company. The book has testimony from Charles Darwin, Henry James, Oscar Wilde, Virginia Woolf, and Thomas Mann, amongst others, giving accounts of their chronic pathological exhaustion.

While exhaustion and tiredness are universal after we’ve exerted ourselves, and resolves with rest, Schaffner is concerned here with chronic, pathological fatigue and weariness. This type of exhaustion isn’t just tiredness; aside from the ‘brain fog’ already mentioned, people describe hypersensitivity to light and noise, mood changes, diffuse or changing aches and pains, or fluctuating neurological or bowel symptoms. When the exhaustion is prominent and other easily-diagnosed conditions are excluded, individuals today will receive a diagnosis of something that is variously called Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (CFS), Myalgic Encephalomyelitis, Systemic Exertion Intolerance Disorder (SEID); or whatever unsatisfactory name is currently in fashion. As Schaffner does, I will use Chronic Fatigue Syndrome/CFS in this review, more because of its ubiquity and that it is agnostic to potential causes of the condition (SEID is the more recent term, but it’s too early to say whether it is going to catch on).

I read this book to try to make sense of CFS and its related conditions, and the book in my opinion begins to come together as it moves into the modern conceptions of exhaustion, but it is important to first follow Schaffner as she traces the explanatory models used in science and culture throughout Western history – there are only passing mentions in the book about Eastern conceptions of this condition, although it seems as though it is almost as common in Asian countries as in the West, where versions of neurasthenia are still diagnosed in China (shenjing shuairou; 神经衰弱_)_ and Japan (shinkeisuijaku; 神経衰弱) and elsewhere.

II.

Schaffner’s book opens with an account of Pope Benedict XVI’s renunciation of his office in 2013. She dwells on his broken and hunched figure, his self-description of his weariness and moral injury (the Church, then and now, plagued by financial and sexual abuse scandals), and his stated desire to retire and play the piano:


It costs the old man all his energy to perform the next task. He clears his throat and, slowly, like an ancient turtle, raises his head. He spreads his arms and blesses the crowd. Then, in a grating, broken voice, he begins to say his farewells… He spoke of the burden of an office too heavy for him; he said the world was changing and doing so at a pace with which he could not keep up.



While this pronouncement was shocking, it was not completely unprecedented. His words and demeanour reflected a previous papal renunciation, that of Celestine V in 1294; this Pope had left the job after only around five months, citing physical and mental exhaustion, and much of the language the two pontiffs used was remarkably similar (although in Celestine’s case, there is some concern that his successor Boniface VIII was nudging him towards the door).

And it becomes apparent through Schaffner’s selection of religious works, medical texts, novels and poetry, that throughout history the way people describe their malaise has been remarkably consistent (inasmuch as such a wide range of phenomena lumped into the same basket can be consistent). The things that have changed over the course of history, she argues, are the explanations we give for the phenomenon – who or what is to blame and how we construct a narrative both for the development of exhaustion, but also hopefully how recovery might occur.

She opens her account with Galen’s humoral theory, where exhaustion was linked closely with melancholia, that famous over-production of black bile. I won’t detail Galen’s theories here; instead, I’ll point you towards last year’s ACX review contest entry of On the Natural Faculties. But it is worth noting here that many of the symptoms Galen describes are familiar to us – I described some of them earlier, but there are prominent features of not only what we would now call CFS but also what we have now carved off into the related concept of depression. The link between CFS and psychological distress is fraught with controversy, and we’ll deal with it more later on.

After dispensing with the humours, Schaffner moves on to the moralistic/religious development of acedia, the forerunner of sloth, one of the seven deadly sins. It was first described by early Christian writers in monasteries such as John Cassian (circa 425CE), who described monks becoming agitated, unable to relax, but also anergic and unable to attend to their usual devotions or tasks until:


...worn out by the spirit of accidie, as by some strong battering ram, [the victim] either learns to sink into slumber, or, driven out from the confinement of its cell, accustoms itself to seek for consolation under these attacks in visiting some brother, only to be afterwards weakened the more by this remedy which it seeks for the present.



So here we see one of the first accounts of one of the hallmark symptoms of CFS, what we now call post-exertional malaise. You do something to break the monotony of rest, but after exerting yourself you feel significantly worse.

Occurring as it did in monastic orders, the explanation for acedia was moral in nature – it was due to weak willpower or a moral defect. Schaffner, quoting Thomas Aquinas:


Apathy [acedia] is a sort of depression which stops us doing anything, a weariness with work, a torpor of spirit which delays getting down to anything good. Spiritual goods are real goods, and taking no joy in them is bad in itself; and it is bad in its effects if it so depresses a man as to keep him back from good works. Acedia then is doubly wrong. Sadness as such merits neither praise nor blame; what we praise is a controlled sadness at evil, what we blame is sadness that is either uncontrolled or is sad about good.



…which is something that might reasonably be referred to today as victim-blaming.

As for the cures, increased focus on work and preventing idle time was felt to be the remedy, something that was felt to be both practically and spiritually a good path to follow out of the malaise.

Schaffner then takes the short intellectual journey from sin to sexuality via a slightly weird but interesting digression into vampires. Those retiring women who are pale and lack energy aren’t simply tired: their life force is being sucked out of them! While interesting, and giving her a chance to shoehorn in some examples of what I presume was part of her previous book on sexology and perversion in the 19th century (which I haven’t read, but now kind of want to), it doesn’t really add much to the overall picture we are concerned with here.

Besides, around this period however the major concern was more earthly; sins such as masturbation (Aquinas famously ranked this quite highly amongst the sexual sins) had now become terrifying causes of mental and physical turmoil in tracts such as Onania: or, the heinous sin of self-pollution and all its frightful consequences (in both sexes) considered with spiritual and physical advice to those who have already injured themselves by this abominable practice  (1756). People began to attribute a number of symptoms of exhaustion to the practice, which was felt to be exploding in popularity (sorry) due to the excess of leisure time and the availability of printed smut. Tissot, the author of a later screed on masturbation, enumerates a number of frightening outcomes:


… loss of life energy, weakness and exhaustion, but also convulsions, sleeplessness, paleness, pimples, consumption, diarrhoea, the weakening of intellectual powers, bad digestion, vomiting, anguish, paralysis, spasms, melancholy, catalepsy, epilepsy, imbecility, loss of sensation, disorders of the urinary system and even death.



This is particularly pronounced in men, for whom the loss of seminal fluid is allegedly forty times more damaging to vital energy than losing an equivalent amount of blood. Semen-accounting practices aside, the main point is that here we begin to find the tying together of Galen’s humoral imbalances with the idea of a loss of vital energy that cannot be easily replaced. In Schaffner’s account, as technology moved on into the industrial era, we start to see new ideas from science being put into service to explain exhaustion, and many of these theories concerned the expenditure or transfer of finite amounts of energy and a subsequent rest state or energy deficit: that is, we begin to use things up and can’t replenish them. These ideas included the thermodynamic idea of entropy, discoveries in the electrical nature of nerve conduction, and the ideas of genetic and mental degeneration.

This led to the development in the 19th century of a new, vaguely defined illness known as neurasthenia. It was, in the conception of the time, an illness of overworked and played out nerves due to their overstimulation at the hands of industrialisation and modern society. A neat rhetorical trick was employed by physicians at the time, who claimed that sensitive and creative people doing brain work were more susceptible than those in the working classes. This is an important change, as it begins the move away from the moralistic conception of exhaustion and produces a blame-free, stigma-free conception of an illness which has a tendency to strike the special and the smart. It is no coincidence that many of the writers and thinkers I mentioned earlier that suffered from exhaustion (James, Woolf, Mann, Wilde et al) are all concentrated in this era – they all were diagnosed with neurasthenia. As Darwin announces and elaborates on the theory of evolution, more attention is paid to the idea of inherited weaknesses in nerves, culminating in cultural accounts like Huysmans’s Á rebours (Against Nature), which described the final, exhausted, idle throes of generations of inbreeding in the person of a decadent, hypersensitive and exhausted noble recluse.

If you’re a doctor in this period, the other benefit of the reformulation of exhaustion into neurasthenia is that it manifests in those who are rich enough to pay your fee, and simultaneously makes the physician indispensable. So, we begin to see in the writings of physicians, psychiatrists and novelists the two opposing views of how this condition is to be best treated. On one side, we have rest; the other, activity.

Improvised rest cures were followed by Darwin (who could only intermittently attend to work on the Beagle and had regular daily periods of repose at home throughout his life, interspersed with hydrotherapy at various spas), with more prescriptive programmes followed by Virginia Woolf, who followed a ‘rest cure’ for women designed by an American physician named Silas Mitchell. The rest cure was premised on unambiguous misogyny: the idea that women were overstimulated by moving outside the home and doing things that they were unsuited for, like thinking and writing, were wearing out their nerves and depleting their blood of nutrients. Thus, the home (and bed)-bound, low-stimulus, rest cure, that also focused on rapid weight gain (“to gain in fat is nearly always to gain in blood”).

On the other hand, we have the exhortation to activity, which as we’ve seen has been a suggestion from at least the days of monks with acedia, but is now in the West explicitly linked with the co-called Protestant work ethic, with work and its resultant energy and meaning being thought of as a necessary good (Max Weber, the sociologist who coined the term, was also diagnosed with neurasthenia – it seems a wonder anything intellectual got done during this period). There’s a gender bias here; while women had the rest cure, men diagnosed in the late 19th Century might be prescribed a “West Cure” where they might, in Mitchell’s words, “engage in a sturdy contest with Nature” by spending time with cowboys and sleeping rough – something Billy Crystal also found helpful.

III.

The twentieth century was an era of rapid advances in Western medicine, particularly in virology and immunology. New vaccinations for illnesses were developed, antibiotics and antivirals became available, surgical techniques and safety advanced, the fatal childhood illness of diabetes was turned into a chronic adult illness by insulin, cancers were cured, and medicine discovered the randomised control trial and began lambasting all other health disciplines for not upholding the fine traditions of evidence-based medicine that they had only just invented.

At the same time, there was an increasing recognition of, and alarm about, the environmental effects of industrialisation – toxic chemicals, greenhouse gases, nuclear and other electromagnetic radiation, noise, antibiotics and hormones in our food, genetic modification of crops, and many others.

So it is not surprising that, just as contemporary theology, culture or science has been harnessed into previous explanations of exhaustion and its related symptoms, new explanations have been developed that lean on the anxieties of our times. The major differences in the more modern conception of exhaustion is the way affected individuals seek out biomedical explanations, but do so in the face of a medical establishment that looks at these explanations as incomplete or wrong.

Schaffner gives a reasonable accounting of the way CFS was characterised – post-polio fatigue being noticed in the 1950s, the discovery of Epstein-Barr Virus (EBV) in the 1960s and the initial thoughts that EBV was a robust cause of CFS, the subsequent discovery that about 95% of the population has had EBV so this explanation couldn’t be complete, followed by classification of the syndrome settling into a cause-agnostic set of symptoms. This, however, didn’t stop the fighting.

Essentially the conflict lines up between three rough groups. The first is the patient advocacy groups, who are made up of a group of sufferers of the condition and (some of) of their carers and family, who firmly believe that there is an undiscovered viral or autoimmune condition that not only caused their condition but continued to exert its effects in their ongoing symptoms. It’s not simply that they had an infection and are now deconditioned or slow to recover; it’s that the condition was never properly diagnosed, is continuing to account for their ongoing exhaustion, and could people please stop referring them to psychiatrists. This group is heterogeneous but on the whole prefers names for the condition that imply an ongoing disease process, such as myalgic encephalomyelitis.

Opposite them are a mix of (some of) the sufferer’s frustrated partners, carers and family members who have difficulty with living with someone who has chronic disability. This can include the individual’s doctor, who sometimes deals with chronicity poorly. The fringes of this group start muttering darkly about mass psychogenic illnesses and fads, access to insurance and compensation, and prefer to use the term chronic fatigue syndrome but with audible air quotes. You may think this is strawmanning the anti-CFS group, but Schaffner has the medical/psychiatric historian Edward Shorter to set us straight:


The Saga of Chronic Fatigue Syndrome represents a kind of cautionary tale for those doctors who lose sight of the scientific underpinning of medicine, and for those patients who lose their good sense in the media-spawned ‘disease of the month’ clamor that poisons the doctor-patient relationship… A whole subculture of chronic fatigue has arisen in which those patients too tired to walk give each other hints about how to handle a wheelchair and exchange notes about how to secure disability payments from the Government or from their insurance companies.



The medical consensus about CFS is different from both of these extremes, with the current conception being that there are a number of different pathways into the condition. Some of them are likely triggered by the immunological response to viral infections, with COVID being the most recent example of one of these (hence ‘Long COVID’). But, because not everyone who gets COVID/EBV/whatever develops this syndrome, something else needs to be going on. That something, in the case of COVID, could be a particular immunological profile leading to some ongoing inflammatory response, but this hasn’t been established for other viruses. Not to mention that when people actually try to characterise whatever this immunological response might be, the state of the evidence appears to be ‘cytokines, natural killer cells, T-calls something something’. 

And those who get CFS also often have many of the same risk factors we find predisposing to mental illness – childhood trauma, or pre-existing anxiety or depression. This might make people vulnerable to developing some maladaptive thoughts about their convalescence that can in turn lead to longer-lasting deficits. CFS researcher Simon Wesseley:


We suggest that agents such as EBV or viral meningitis can lead to the experience of abnormal symptoms, such as fatigue, malaise and myalgia. However, the transition from symptoms to disability may be more closely linked to cognitive and behavioural factors. Hence interventions such as CBT designed to reduce disability and counteract maladaptive coping strategies ought to be more effective in reducing disability than symptoms. The evidence so far supports this model – many patients do show considerable improvements in disability and everyday functioning, but are not rendered symptom-free by cognitive or behavioural interventions.



Wesseley is right about the evidence: there is some evidence for CBT and graded exercise, with Wesseley himself providing one study into the latter – a study that led to him getting death threats from patient groups.

Why the death threats? The sense of intense anger and distress at the mere whiff of a non-biological component of the explanation, or a non-biological treatment, is due in part to the long process people go through to get to a diagnosis. CFS is a condition that assumes the trappings of biomedical Western medicine, but suffers from the inconvenient lack of concrete blood and X-ray results that would convince biomedically-minded doctors to take it seriously. Sufferers describe going from doctor to doctor, receiving greater or lesser doses of Shorter-style hostility or incomprehension, sometimes only coming across the diagnosis online. Having been told, explicitly or implicitly, that “it’s all in your head”, the natural response is to kick as hard as possible in the other direction.

Psychiatrists are adept at answering the question “Is it real, or is it all in my head?” with “Yes”. Unfortunately, much of our folk psychology is more Cartesian than this, and the idea that only biomedical symptoms are real is well entrenched with a large chunk of the population, including many doctors. And, as Schaffner points out, if you’re not fighting your attitudes towards disease and your depression, you’re fighting modernity and an unchangeable immune system, and in that fight you’re always going to feel overmatched.

IV.

One of Schaffer’s main points is that, despite the shift in narratives about how we explain exhaustion to ourselves, each age has the tendency to link it both to sociocultural critiques of current society (as compared to a mythologised more natural, simpler age) and to utilise the latest explanatory models current in culture or science at the time. Thus, in medieval times we get acedia, the sign of a more sinful and corrupt decline in Christian practice; from the late Baroque period and on into the Victorian era there are a lot of discussions about sexual practices being the culprit in this new age of licentiousness; in the late 19th century we find neurasthenia due to the idea of nervous energy being prematurely used up by a combination of the demands of an industrialised world and the degeneration of dissolute bloodlines; or more recently a mystery virus, modern toxin or immunological disorder that relies on the edifice of scientific medicine to diagnose, an edifice that is populated by a group of clinicians and researchers who are largely sceptical of (or even hostile to) this explanation.

But what is chronic fatigue syndrome really? Schaffner’s view is that it’s the newest explanation for an age-old set of linked experiences that people have suffered and written about for thousands of years. I agree with this as far as it goes, but this doesn’t mean that current conceptions of the condition are equivalent to those seen in the past – our advancing knowledge of the immunology, virology and the links between mind and body should count for something, otherwise we are just telling new stories about illness that are objectively worse because they don’t even have any sexy vampires.

But it is clear that people make different meanings of their suffering, and focus on different things when they report it. Classical melancholic depression, for instance, also features lack of energy, appetite and sensory changes alongside the low mood and feelings of guilt and suicidality. Are we simply seeing an artificial divide between people with prominent fatigue who receive or cling to a biological explanation (CFS sufferers) vs people who receive or cling to a psychological explanation (depression sufferers)? Shorter would have us think so, and has thrown in some accusations of malingering in the CFS group for good measure. But most psychiatrists would still class melancholia and CFS as two different conditions. And to complicate things further there is likely to be overlap, as chronic disability makes you depressed, and severe depression leads to you becoming physically deconditioned.

There is some hint, though, that CFS is something that is a subset of a wider group of other contested disorders, separated only by the explanation that sufferers prefer. When people have similar sets of non-specific symptoms, and they attribute them to electromagnetic sensitivity, Chronic Lyme Disease occurring in countries with and without Borrelia-carrying ticks (but also, sexism), household chemicals, or Communist death rays, then you have to conclude that there is a lot we don’t know about human energy and its lack.

Would I recommend this book? Yes - it covers a lot of ground, including several aspects I’ve barely touched on here as I raced towards a discussion of modern CFS. Schaffner riffs on some other culprits including Saturn and other astrological bodies, exhaustion as a critique of capitalism in literary works, and includes a discussion of modern workplace burnout (which is what the ‘special and smart person’ humblebrag elements of neurasthenia appear to have evolved into). The book isn’t perfect – some of her literary examples seem a bit stretched (there’s an extended discussion of Jason and the Argonauts which conflates despair and exhaustion, as well as an off-base interpretation of Lars Von Trier’s film Melancholia), there’s a chapter-long engagement with Freud’s idea of the death drive that seems to only tangentially touch on exhaustion, and she relies on some oversimplified psychiatric models of depression (not as simple as serotonin deficiency).

Her conclusion manages to weave in Pope Francis, because apparently when you start a book with a Pope you need to finish with one, but also touches on the idea of exhaustion of natural resources, climate change and the vagaries of capitalism to create an idea that maybe, after a succession of periods in which everyone thought their age was the most draining, perhaps we are indeed the ones with the best reasons to be exhausted.




Facing the Dragon: Confronting Personal and Spiritual Grandiosity by Robert Moore

I

Robert Moore’s Facing the Dragon: Confronting Personal and Spiritual Grandiosity is an ambitious attempt to explain the psychology of evil. Why, the author wants to know, do well-intentioned people do horrible things?

His answer centers around the concept of grandiosity—a term that encapsulates both narcissism at the individual level, as well as tribalism at the intersocial level. This universal need to feel important is generally productive, Moore argues, but it is soon corrupted by the urge to create an "other," so we can feel more important by comparison. Even worse, the resulting sense of righteousness completely blinds us, allowing our worst instincts to surface unrestrained.

Moore goes on to explore the fraught relationship between grandiosity and religion, which roots his ideas in history, and results in some strange but powerful advice for regulating our grandiosity in a post-secular world.

The result is not so much a comprehensive theory as a psychoactive half-truth, an overbelief that, once adopted, can help us make sense of behavior which otherwise appears senseless.

To quote Moore:

That is my argument. Whether you agree with it or not, I just ask you to follow it.

II

First, some preliminaries. This book is difficult to approach.

Moore does not corral his argument into a linear set of syllogisms; instead he dances around the subject, showing it from different angles. The reader is left with a strong impression of Moore’s vision, but might struggle to articulate it without doing the same long-winded dance. Anyone who has read a Douglas Hofstadter book knows this feeling.

The chapters are cobbled together from a series of lectures delivered to different audiences at different times, so the material often overlaps, and audience interjections steer the discussion off course. Each chapter is annotated with citations of peer-reviewed research, but the book is light on data, and Moore frequently makes off-the-cuff statements next to which I’ve scrawled "citation needed" in the margins of my copy.

Moore’s double life, as a professor of both Psychology and Religious Studies, leaves this book with a target audience of approximately zero. He faces the same conundrum that William James laments in his introductory lecture of The Varieties of Religious Experience: intellectuals will find it too unscientific, while the religious will find it too sterile.

The intellectual crowd will be turned off by Moore’s obvious distaste for what he calls “modern ‘flatland’ secular culture”. While Moore makes it clear he is not advocating for an atavistic return to tribal religion, he insists that “religious technology” is necessary for our salvation, and regularly talks about practices like meditation, ritual, and prayer (though his definitions of these things are rather loose—one anecdote has him talking to a bunch of conservative Christians about “masturbation as prayer”). He also leans heavily on the big names in psychoanalysis—Freud, Jung, Adler, Kohut—which have generally fallen out of vogue with mainstream psychology (and this blog).

Conversely, the spiritually inclined may be disappointed that Moore refuses to make any metaphysical assertions, or to advocate for any single form of spirituality. In fact, to the degree that they believe their particular religion is in any way special, they will find his theories deeply unnerving. He specifically calls out the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) as being “particularly tempted toward literalizing and acting out their sense of special election in violent ways.”

But most of all, Facing the Dragon is hard to read because it insists that you become deeply conscious of your worst qualities. According to Moore, a person’s proverbial dragon is an antimeme tailored exclusively for their own mind. It’s easy for us to see the arrogance, bitterness, and narcissism of others, but unless we deliberately and repeatedly turn the mirror back on ourselves, we are blind to our own.

We love to tell everyone else to slay their monsters. Whatever my race is, I love to urge you to slay your race’s monsters. Whatever my religion is, I love to tell you to slay your religion’s monsters, but I don’t necessarily want to slay mine. Whatever my gender is, I want the other gender to slay its monsters, even though I resist facing the monsters in mine. That is how it works.

When I read the above passage, I found myself nodding fervently. “Yes, people are always telling me to slay my dragons, completely unaware of their own!” And then I realized I was doing exactly that, and had a brief epistemic crisis.

The entire book is like that.

III

Facing the Dragon begins with a discussion of Evil. (I capitalize Evil here to emphasize how strongly Moore reifies Evil and sees it as an active, willful force in the world.) Evil appears to be Moore’s chief concern, the rest of his theory a means for understanding its dynamics.

He begins by enumerating no less than ten qualities of Evil, distilled from a comparative study of story and mythology, citing everything from the Bible to vampires to John Carpenter movies. Here's a consolidated summary:


	“Evil is a reality with an agency of its own.” (This is the hardest point to accept, as it seems equivalent to saying “the Devil is real.” Thinking about Evil as a self-replicating meme will probably suffice, but I think Moore means something much stronger and scarier and harder to justify.)

	Evil lies. It cloaks itself in justification, disguises itself as innocence. Evil tricks you into thinking it is Good.

	Evil is infectious. It is already “inside the house.” It can possess you before you even suspect it’s around.

	Evil co-opts healthy, creative human energy to serve its own destructive ends.

	Evil is insatiable. It denies the realities of death and human limitation.



Moore's ambitious attempt to distill Evil's core attributes would be enough to make Joseph Campbell blush. But despite the obviously subjective basis for this list, I find it appealing, and it coheres nicely with my intuitive notion of Evil. I like that it focuses less on specific human behaviors, and more on the general tactics Evil uses to survive, grow, and propagate.

Moore also highlights two mistakes he wants to us avoid when discussing Evil:

First, we must avoid the New Age tendency to deny the reality and power of evil. This widespread “flight into the light” is particularly tempting today, because it requires so little in the way of either reflection or action. It enables continued denial of the seriousness of the situation, and denial of how we as individuals participate in our own destruction and the destruction of our communities and planet.

Second, we must avoid the historically popular tendency to find a human “other” to serve as a scapegoat for the explanation of the impact of evil in our lives, one who…if they are imprisoned, tortured, burned, bombed, and so forth, can be used as ritual sacrificial victims to give us a bogus sense of mastery over our desperate situation…Racism, classism, anti-Semitism, and other misguided tribalisms have majored in this seductive but demonic attempt to locate and suppress or destroy the “toxins” that afflict us.

In short: Evil is real, and it’s your problem.

IV

Within Moore’s mythology of Evil, there is a neutral instinct, more fundamental than Evil, which lives inside every human. Moore personifies it as the Great Self Within; he glosses it with Freud’s Id and Superego, Jung’s Archetypal Self, Adler’s Superiority Complex, and Kohut’s Grandiose Self. It’s what MLK called the Drum Major Instinct—a basic need to feel important.

This instinct—which we will call grandiosity—is not inherently bad. It's what drives art, industry, social progress, really any endeavor that requires faith in our own abilities. But, Moore argues (in general agreement with everyone else above), if left unconscious and unregulated, this instinct becomes corrupted, and causes us to act out destructively. Moore describes his Dragon as a two-faced entity: on one side, the Eastern symbol of strength and luck; and on the other, the dangerous gold-hoarding monster of Western myth.

The dragon guards the treasures of life. Those who avoid it find their lives drained of energy and creativity. Those who encounter it without conscious intention and good will must know its terrible, horrific face.

The dark aspect arises from the fact that grandiosity is an inherently “otherizing” function, where "people try to maintain their sense of significance, specialness, and goodness by excluding other people." The grandiose instinct creates a strong distinction between Good and Bad/Evil, with you squarely on the side of Good.

This tendency to create a vision of the “other” that depreciates it and legitimates murder, and even genocide, is a widespread phenomenon[.] …we lose touch with any sense of their humanity, and therefore lose touch with any sense of limits on our responses or reactions...It may even go so far as to ascribe nonhuman languages or nonhuman essences to them. So you can insert the name of the religion that you prefer to hate when you say “the so-and-so swine”…

[Erik Erikson] called this problem the tendency to pseudo-speciate by which he meant falsely creating a new species category to account for the existence of those people you hate and no longer want to treat as human beings.

Moore is dealing with extremes here, but we see this same idea play out every day. Terms like "sheeple" or "vulture capitalist" or "NPC" are used to signal ingroup status by dehumanizing an outgroup. In fact, a key assumption of Moore’s theory is that everyone struggles with grandiosity:

Narcissistic pathology is more like sin, a condition common to all. Spiritually speaking, you don’t ask, “Am I a sinner?” You ask “How am I a sinner?” So psychologically speaking, you shouldn’t ask “Am I carrying narcissistic pathology?” You should ask, “Where is my narcissistic pathology? How am I acting it out? Where is my continuing residual unconscious, unregulated, grandiosity possessing me and destroying my relationships?”

Since reading Moore’s book, I’ve started to think about grandiosity less in terms of phenomenology, i.e. “what makes me feel important?”, and more in terms of trapped priors: “what beliefs do I have with probability set to 1.0?” Every grandiose instinct seems to be paired with an over-strong prior, though the inverse doesn't seem to hold (e.g. phobias). So we could generalize Moore’s assumption by saying “everyone has over-confident priors,” which is almost definitely true. (I could even imagine fixed priors being necessary for bootstrapping certain types of intelligence—something has to be assumed, or you have no ontological/epistemic foundation to build on.)

According to Moore, there are three strategies for dealing with those grandiose instincts (which again, you definitely have):


	
Absorb them— P(I have all the answers) = 1.0. Inflate your ego and become a narcissist. If you’re reasonably talented this might actually work, at least until someone or something challenges your self-image, at which point you will likely fly into a rage, sink into depression, or become psychotic. This is the most dangerous option.



	
Project them onto someone else— P(My guru has all the answers) = 1.0. Maybe it’s your spouse, your boss, or a religious leader. Treat them like a god, hang onto their every word, do whatever they ask. This too will work for a time, until they betray you, or do something that shatters your godlike image of them.



	
Project them onto your tribe— P(My religion has all the answers) = 1.0. This could be your country, a religion, a philosophy, a political movement, whatever. The more abstract the better—it’s easy for the concept of Marxism/Christianity/Rationalism to retain its splendor regardless of what individual Marxists/Christians/Rationalists do. This is the safest bet for you personally, but it tends to result in “malignant tribalism,” where the group gets collectively inflated and does bad things.





I’m reasonably convinced that these three categories represent a complete partition of the possible answers to the question “How am I grandiose?” Maybe you could be grandiose about a physical object (e.g. a rosary, your Tesla) or an event (Doomsday, the Resurrection, the Singularity), but every example I can come up with is strongly associated with some corresponding tribe and/or charismatic leader.

I’m not entirely convinced that “abstract concept” and “tribe” belong in the same category. But it does seem like a reasonable assumption that if you’re a true believer in X, then you identify strongly with other people who also believe in X. I suppose you could hold some private concept of X-ism as your highest ideal, and insist that no one else truly understands X-ism, but then you’re probably adopting the narcissism strategy.

Assuming these are your only three options, you find yourself in quite a predicament: you can be an asshole, enter an abusive relationship, or participate in a potentially malignant tribe mind. I agree with Moore that tribe mind is probably the best option.

V

Speaking of malignant tribe minds, we have not yet discussed how religion factors into Moore’s theory.

Moore sees the ability to pool our grandiosity towards collective action as an evolutionary adaptation. He implies (I’m editorializing a bit here) that it developed through the three progressively better strategies listed above: from the pre-social state (blind pursuit of self-interest), to the early god-kings (projection onto another person), to modern religions (projection onto the tribe).

At one time in human history, outstanding leaders carried the group’s grandiosity…Over time he gradually transformed into a sort of deputy or earthly aspect in service of the god…The container for grandiose energy gradually got larger and larger until the group itself, the tribe, became sacred[.]

This resulting tribalism worked well so long as tribes had limited contact with one another, but created serious problems as the world globalized:

Increased contact between people of different tribes, however, made conflict an increasingly important and problematic issue. Note, for example, how conflicting tribal mythologies fuel violence and terrorism in the Middle East.

This is where Evil starts to get a real foothold in the world. In a pre-globalized state, it was mostly exorcized through ritual and ceremony, and at its extremes would result in the ostracization or sacrifice of a few unfortunate humans. But increasing contact with others resulted in two mutually-reinforcing problems for the tribe: a growing doubt in the unique authority of their own religion, and a resulting need to enforce ideological purity through violence.

But Moore believes the reactionary push for secularization is a mistake—like Chesterton's fence, we shouldn't do away with religion until we fully understand its role in regulating our behavior. Progressing secularization since the Age of Enlightenment, rather than freeing us from the excesses of religious fanaticism, has drastically weakened this regulating function and allowed our grandiosity to run amok, leading to environmental destruction and industrialized warfare.

I find this idea surprising—religion seems like more of a potentiator for grandiosity than anything else. But if we accept Moore’s premise that everyone has to be grandiose about something (or that everyone has to have some fixed priors), it makes sense that society would evolve a default sink for that massive source of energy; that, for the sake of social coherence, it would attempt to fix everyone’s priors identically.

Moore deals candidly with this paradox, frequently citing examples of religious atrocities. But he seems to think that asking a question like “Why does religion tend to produce grandiose fanatics?” is like asking, “Why are firefighters more likely to die in fires?”

We can see that clergy of all faiths have very dangerous jobs…When the priest has a true talent for liturgy, what Victor Turner called “ritual genius,” archetypal transference will often occur. This is fine for the congregation, because it passes all its [grandiosity] over to the priest, but the priest now has to deal with [it], and this can tremendously overstimulate his own grandiose self-organization. He may feel enormous anxiety and go get himself a drink. That is why there are so many alcoholic and pedophile priests. They have to self-medicate to deal with the overstimulation coming from…the people.

And later (while arguing that the Pope should get married):

Think if you were the pope. It would be a real spiritual problem to deal with your grandiosity because everyone constantly dumps their idealizing projections onto you. It would be a tremendous problem. If you think the priest has a problem, the bishop has a greater problem, the archbishop an even worse one, and if you were trying to be the spiritual leader of all the millions of Roman Catholics in the world, think of carrying that archetypal burden. Think about going around the world and having 400,000 people gathered in front of you idealizing you while you do Mass. This man obviously has to be relatively healthy emotionally or he would become greatly disturbed.

So clergy have a huge emotional challenge. Just because you are ordained doesn’t mean that your shadow disappears. I deal with clergy all the time who have massive problems managing their own grandiosity. They tend to act out a lot. In fact, the phenomena of clergy acting out sexually, or in substance abuse, workaholism, or any other compulsive behavior, relate directly to the problem of managing their inner grandiosity.

Though initially skeptical, I find myself increasingly enticed by the idea that secularization has allowed our grandiosity to pour into new and strange places, like tech startups, political parties, social movements, and conspiracy theories. I don’t agree with Moore that this is wholly bad—there are plenty of beautiful secular things worthy of our grandiosity. It’s also not wholly new—people have always been grandiose about non-religious things.

But it can’t be a coincidence that the same person who declared “God is dead” also dreamed of a supreme “overman,” and that one of his admirers killed millions of civilians in a quest to establish a "master race." Because nothing is ever a coincidence.

God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him…What sacred games shall we have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it?

— Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

VI

To be clear, Moore is not asking us all to burn our textbooks and get baptized. Rather, he wants us to reclaim what he calls “religious technologies” in order to better cope with the Dragon-y forces that threaten to devour us.

We need creative ritualization…Ritual is a technology of dealing with this problem. We create ritual forms that help us be less destructive. The history of human ritualization is the history of people struggling to find ways to be less destructive.

In a later chapter, Moore lists out specific strategies we can adopt to help deal with our inflated secular egos, which I have consolidated here:


	
Exercise. By far the most sensible and practical piece of advice he gives. He cites (now widely accepted) research that establishes exercise as an effective treatment for mental health issues.



	
Pray. “This recommendation of prayer is perhaps my most radical,” Moore says. He cites four studies showing prayer to be an effective means of improving mental health. (I have not looked deeply into the quality of these studies, but each of the authors has sold at least one New Age book—an occupational hazard for any academic researching prayer. Higher quality studies have since been done, especially if you count meditation.)



	
Establish rituals. Moore believes ritual (religious or not) creates a stable foundation for a person’s psyche. He cites both the Catholic rosary and New Age crystals as helpful ritual objects: "Some mentally ill people have found that keeping a rosary in their pocket during the day helps restrain them from acting out destructively…They may reach into their pocket during a meeting and touch the rosary that has been blessed by some priest or nun with whom they feel a deep spiritual connection…Such practices help regulate and limit their chaotic tendencies."



	
Find community. “It is important…to have people who will remind you when you are getting a little crazy.” This also seems like very practical advice.



	
Pay attention to dreams. Like any good Jungian, Moore sees dream content as a lens into the deeper, antimemetic parts of the psyche. He includes both normal REM-induced dreams, as well as Active Imagination.



	
Make myths. Moore places deep importance on the ability of myth to carry otherwise ineffable social knowledge. “Why don’t people start writing their myths and sharing them with others?” He mentions science fiction, but seems to differentiate between myth and story in a way I find confusing. Perhaps he means something like the Dragon metaphor he’s created in this book. Unclear.





At the intersocial level, Moore’s hope is that we can use these tools to evolve a new strategy for dealing with our grandiosity: projection onto the human race. If we can manage to include all of humanity within the walls of our tribe, we might still have conflict, but that genocidal “let God sort 'em out” mentality would be cured (or at least reserved for aliens and cattle).

Moore warns us that this kind of broad social change will be painfully difficult, especially for those who instigate it:

Systems theorists claim that all social groups systematically resist all attempts to change them and their characteristic attitudes and behaviors. So when we try to challenge the grandiosity of our social group and bring its shadow into the light, we can expect that we will come under attack. The greater the challenge, the greater the attack.

VII

I have a confession to make: when I first read Facing the Dragon several years ago, I was looking for answers.

While on LSD, I’d had what I now believe to be a classic Ego Death experience. But with no grounding in spirituality or the psychedelic community, I became wildly inflated, and spent over two years vacillating between near-psychotic mania, and—once the resulting behavior caught up to me—a deep, withering shame.

Michael Pollan describes this phenomenon well in an interview with Tyler Cowen:

You’ve had such a profound experience that you think you found a key to reality. You feel very special because you hold this key to reality. I think that’s a very dangerous thing…to come out of it with confidence that you’ve solved some riddle of the universe, that’s always a dangerous thing. And that does lead to dogmatism. It leads to the guru complex.

I knew something was wrong. I knew it vaguely had to do with religious experience, and definitely had to do with narcissism. When I came across a book subtitled Confronting Personal and Spiritual Grandiosity, I literally—literally—thought the universe was speaking to me.

And it helped. A lot. I can’t point to a specific line or paragraph or chapter, but once I was finished, I finally understood what I was going through and what I needed to do to get healthy. I’m happy to say that in the intervening years, both my mood and my behavior have stabilized greatly.

I came away with something else too: the answer to a question that had been nagging me for decades, but which I’d never quite been able to articulate.

It’s always been plain to me how individual people end up doing bad things—how lust might lead you to cheat on your spouse, or how rage might lead to murder. It also wasn’t hard for me to accept how broad social evils come about, e.g. how a tendency toward greed leads to poverty.

But I could never understand the grand collective evils, like German Nazism or American slavery or Catholic pedophilia. Many people, acting as a group, delivering unspeakable amounts of suffering to others. It made no sense.

I could accept the facts of what happened, but when I tried to imagine what it was like, especially for the Nazis and the slaveowners and the rapists, my mind would just stop. It was like trying to imagine what it’s like to be a bat. I assumed there must be some mental machinery the Nazis had which I simply lacked. And so I participated in that common fantasy: that had I been raised in early-20th-century Germany, I would have been one of the good ones who spoke out, or at least quietly objected.

After reading Facing the Dragon (and doing some difficult introspection), I get it. I can connect my own sense of grandiosity to what the Germans must have felt when they saw Hitler. I see how the mental forces at play in my own head today, without constant vigilance and clever safeguards, could be amplified until I found myself dutifully committing atrocities in the name of some Higher Good.

It terrifies me.

VIII

If you want to see how these ideas play out in a real world setting, I highly recommend Joe vs Elan School, a webcomic about the horrors of the troubled teen industry. It contains terrible evil, a villain with a god-complex, religious experience, even—I shit you not—a flying dragon.

But if we follow Moore's argument, we shouldn't need to look for extreme situations to see these dynamics at play. It's easy to see them elsewhere, but the first place we should look is at ourselves and our own community.

In what ways does the rationalist community succumb to grandiosity? "No," some part of me is whispering, "we don't have that problem." It wants to convince me that rationalism is just about being rational, that it isn't an ideology with its own language and norms and heroes and battles.

What about Scott, and the idolization he receives? What a dangerous position we've thrust him into. I lead a single-digit number of humans, and already feel the siren song of self-worship tugging at me—I'm honestly not sure I could handle "thousands of paid subscribers." Scott, if you're listening, I hope you've found a good auriga.

Moore insists that being aware of the dragon does not mean you've slain the dragon—slaying the dragon is impossible. Similarly, being aware of cognitive bias does not make us immune to cognitive bias. Being able to spot logical fallacies does not preclude us from using them in turn. Surely awareness helps, but not when that awareness leads to overconfidence.

I believe the rationalist movement stands a much better chance at properly regulating its grandiosity than other tribes. That's why I choose to project much of my own grandiosity here. But we need to make sure we don't fool ourselves: it would be hubris to think we can transcend psychological forces that have driven humanity for millennia.

IX

At this point, it will come as no surprise that I appreciate Facing the Dragon and its grandiose mythology of Evil, given the personal debt I owe it. But I hope I’ve been fair in my criticism as well—it is by no means a masterpiece.

Moore’s greatest accomplishment here is that he’s articulated a scale-invariant theory of evil. His notion of grandiosity—which covers everything from individual narcissism to group tribalism—is a particularly clear lens through which we can study the perennial question of why people do bad things.

Our story has a twist ending: in 2016, Moore and his wife were found dead, the result of an apparent murder-suicide (his niece disputes this). Moore had been suffering from vascular dementia, a disease that can cause confusion and aggression.

What impact does such a violent end have on Moore’s legacy? We could say it was a purely physiological event, with no bearing on Moore’s psychological maturity. But surely if anyone could handle themselves in the face of physiologically-induced rage, it would be someone who dedicated their life to studying the dynamics of evil. Or did Moore’s obsession with evil somehow catch up to him in a moment of weakness?

I genuinely worry about these questions. Moore’s book showed me a part of myself that I would have stubbornly avoided, and helped me make sense of humanity’s darkest moments. It lifted a veil I hadn’t fully known was there. But now I'm staring this dragon in the eyes, and I can't help but wonder what the fuck it's thinking.






Fashion, Faith and Fantasy in the New Physics of the Universe by Roger Penrose

Roger Penrose Is Smarter Than All Of Us

The experience of reading Roger Penrose’s “Fashion, Faith and Fantasy in the New Physics of the Universe” is much like attending an advanced physics lecture at a prestigious university.  The subject matter is intensely difficult, the logic can be thin and leave much as an exercise for the reader, and the quirky professor goes off on minimally-helpful tangents about his own advanced research.  With all that said, at the end, you feel that something of crucial importance has been imparted, an insight about the fundamental nature of reality, a beautiful pearl of wisdom unparalleled in its rigor and elegance… and if your IQ were 40 points higher, you might actually be able to appreciate it.

“Fashion, Faith and Fantasy”—“FFF” hereafter—is hard.  The book is about the thorniest controversies at the frontiers of modern physics.  Penrose, a Nobel Prize-winning physicist with an illustrious career spanning multiple decades, wants to express some bold positions, explaining why he rejects mainstream views in certain fields.  But in order to do so, he first has to explain what he’s talking about, which means some tough physics.  Even though Penrose wants FFF to be accessible to laymen, these explanations are sufficiently dense that fairly often, I found myself wondering whether Penrose was using Euler’s method of persuasion—known more generally as Proof by Intimidation.  The book is hard.

Each part of the book expresses a different objection to a modern physical theory.  Chapter 1 deals with the “Fashionable”, but not all that substantive, string theory; Chapter 2 deals with the excessive “Faith” some have in the scalability of quantum mechanics; Chapter 3 identifies various views in cosmology that qualify as “Fantasy”, chiefly cosmic inflation; and Chapter 4 briefly expresses Penrose’s own views on those topics, contrasting with what he’s critiqued in the prior sections.  (I’ll wrap the relevant sections of Chapter 4 into my discussion of the other three, so as to discuss the same topics at the same times, rather than revisiting e.g. string theory at the very end.)

Even though the subject matter is heavy, you shouldn’t need to understand much physics to get something from this review.  I’m hardly equipped to understand string theory, so I’m not even going to try explaining it.  My summary of Penrose’s arguments will mostly take the form of imperfect visual metaphors and lossy oversimplifications, like a sloppy science journalist.

[image: ]

This cat is confused by strings, but you don’t have to be!

On the other hand, if you know a great deal about physics, and you see something obviously wrong in what I’ve written, please assume that it’s an error in my oversimplification, rather than assuming it’s an oversight in Penrose’s work.  Unlike me, Penrose uses a careful, cumulative approach to ground his arguments and undermine his opponents’, incorporating scientific knowledge from across his illustrious career in theoretical physics.  Oh, and incorporating math.  Uh, a lot of math.  Let’s start there.



The Mathematical Appendix

You Should Have Paid More Attention in Linear Algebra

Some books try to make you feel dumb.  They bludgeon you with complex theories and arcane terminology which they expect you not to understand.  They browbeat you with those arcana until you’re thoroughly Eulered, intimidating you into uncritical acceptance of the author’s assertions.

Even though it’d soothe my bruised ego, I can’t dismiss FFF as one of these books.  To the contrary, it’s desperate to make its reader feel smart.  Penrose wants even a layman to be able to pick up FFF and appreciate at least the outlines of its arguments, which is why Appendix A is a patient exposition of the mathematical concepts and terms those arguments depend on.  Even if you’ve never heard the term “Harmonic Analysis”, or don’t know what it means for a “vector space” to be a “bundle of fibres” with a “twist”, the tools are there for you to get up to speed.

Given the subject matter of the book, I knew the math would be no joke.  But I figured it’d be manageable for me.  I did well in undergraduate multivariable calculus, linear algebra, and set theory.  I took introductory classes on quantum mechanics and relativity.  I expected I’d have some catching up to do, but that overall, I’d be fine.

I was not fine.  Clocking in at 70 pages, the appendix touched on what I’d learned in those classes, but with twists and turns that weren’t covered in any course I’d taken.  In particular, one of the critical concepts that Penrose wants to communicate—which is fundamental to many of his arguments—is “functional freedom”.  Functional freedom provides a measure of how many states a physical system can take (i.e. the size of a phase space), without invoking cardinality of infinities.  It’s similar to the idea of “degrees of freedom” and the dimension of a space.  But as far as I can tell, Penrose’s extension of those ideas into “functional freedom” is totally original.  It’s not the toughest material in the appendix, but there’s no wiki page about it, and no helpful math Stack Exchange threads on the topic.  The terminology and notation Penrose chooses for it appear to be his own creations, and a reader won’t have encountered them outside his works.  Not great for accessibility.
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Wait, his notation uses power towers of infinities?  I’m calling the math police.

On top of covering apparently-original topics in mathematics, the appendix covers topics in preexisting math that I hadn’t covered in any detail the first time around, and a few topics I’d never run into at all.  It was a significant challenge, as I think it would be for most readers.  By the end, I was re-reading practically every page, sometimes multiple times, trying not to get completely lost.  I definitely didn’t grasp more than two-thirds of what Penrose was trying to communicate.

But even when I was struggling, I didn’t get the sense that I was being intentionally Eulered.  Penrose probably could have expressed some of the ideas better, but mostly, the linear algebra concepts discussed are just intrinsically difficult.  And when I did grasp new concepts, they often came as flashes of insight which resolved lingering confusions for me.  For example, the appendix taught me how patchworks of local coordinate systems can cover a surface with no well-behaved global coordinate system—something I’d heard about when learning about relativity, but had never before grasped at the level of insight.  The appendix might not be perfect, and I might not have understood it all, but I’m convinced it’s meant to be helpful instead of intimidating; and the smarter the reader, the more they’ll get from it.

The appendix also features many original illustrations, which are peppered through the book.  Virtually all of the illustrations in the book (save a few computer-generated ones) were drawn by Penrose himself, and he has a real talent.  His diagrams always manage to be both illuminating and beautiful.  FFF has art as well as argument; it’s definitely the kind of book you could leave open on a coffee table to impress visitors.  As an added bonus, at a glance, some of the illustrations look like they could have come from either a geometry textbook, Lovecraftian horror, or the Voynich Manuscript.
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When you gaze long enough into the w-plane, it also gazes back

In all, my biggest problem with the appendix is precisely that it is an appendix.  If I had been Penrose’s editor, I would have told him to put it at the beginning. It should be considered a required introduction to the book, not an optional addition.  Laying the conceptual groundwork for your arguments in an appendix is bad form.

If you pick up FFF, start with the math; and if you struggle with it, join the club.  Once you finish, be prepared for more confusion ahead, as Penrose launches his first salvo against the vapid bandwagoning of mainstream physics.



Fashion

Beating Up Particle Physics and Taking its Lunch Money

Chapter 1 of FFF is all about string theory and its alleged inadequacies.  Before launching into his criticisms, Penrose begins with a whiplash tour through “fashionable” scientific theories of the past 3000 years.  The usual outmoded theories from the history of science are mentioned: Platonic solids and the four elements; the geocentric model of the solar system; the phlogiston theory of combustion before proper chemistry; Newtonian gravity before general relativity.  All of these theories were great while they were the best on offer, but they’ve since been superseded by more developed theories.  FFF doesn’t reference Thomas Kuhn’s “The Structure of Scientific Revolutions” directly, but it’s covering the same ground.

String theory came about through a revolution in Quantum Field Theory, or QFT, in the 60s and 70s.  It promised to resolve some anomalies involving infinities.  QFT described some particle interactions using “Feynman diagrams”, basically just tracing the paths of particles over time.  But when the diagrams had loops in them, QFT’s math could get really weird.  Sometimes calculations even diverged, producing infinite answers.  The actual energies involved are definitely finite, so a new approach was needed.  String theory offered that new approach by transforming the lines of Feynman diagrams (figure 1-10) into surfaces and tubes (1-11).
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Penrose’s illustrations are just the right blend of information and aesthetics.

In the old diagrams, particles had been represented by points, tracing out lines over time; in the new theory, particles had to be represented by little lines and loops, which would trace out surfaces and tubes over time, like filament coming off a 3D printer.  These line-particles were termed “strings”, and a new string-y theory of QFT—“string theory” for short—had been born.

Changing particles into strings solved some of QFT’s big problems.  It also had some really neat, elegant mathematical features.  String theory’s tubes and surfaces could be modeled with certain well-behaved, well-understood sets of complex numbers called Riemann Surfaces.  It seemed possible that, if string theory were pursued to its conclusions, the laws of physics could be shown to emerge from the beautiful mathematics of these surfaces.  An elegant Theory Of Everything™ could be in the offing.

Everyone—Penrose included—was excited and intrigued by these developments.  But like the theories before it, string theory came with anomalies of its own.  When combined with the rules of quantum mechanics…

Something bad happened?  An “essential…parameter invariance” was threatened, “without [which] the mathematical description of the string failed to make proper sense as a theory of strings…”  OK, I’m out of my depth.  Let’s stick with “something bad happened,” and whatever the exact problem was, it threatened to undermine the mathematical elegance that had been part of string theory’s appeal.

String theorists had a fix, but it was pretty outlandish.  The math could be made to work out again… if the strings were allowed to travel through extra dimensions in space.  String theorists eventually came up with models that required only 6 extra dimensions (on top of the normal 4), but their original model required a total of 26 dimensions!

If that alarms you, you’re in good company—Penrose thinks that this “solution” creates far more problems than it solves.  Adding extra dimensions involves introducing far more “functional freedom”, that mathematical concept he introduced in the appendix, and that’s bad because…

Because…

Crap, am I getting Eulered?  Penrose lays out a series of problems with the 10-dimensional approach, all of which seem damning enough.  Apparently, the theory conveniently can’t be tested at available energies; there are multiple versions of the theory, none with any clear advantage over the others; string theory may even fail to resolve those troublesome divergences in QFT it was invented to address!  The allegations are serious.  However, the reasoning he supports them with is uncharacteristically thin.  For one of his objections, Penrose doesn’t present reasoning at all, and merely cites one of his own papers (co-authored with Stephen Hawking), nakedly asserting that the paper proves a high-dimensional string universe would “crumple” almost instantly.

Part of me is grateful that Penrose didn’t make the math even more complex by carefully backing up each of his arguments.  And if he had, it’s not as if I would be qualified to evaluate them.  But it was still demoralizing to feel totally unable to engage with what he was saying.  The joy of reading FFF usually comes from Penrose’s ability to accessibly explain complex ideas within a coherent narrative.  Judging by that metric, this was a low point in the book.

In any case, because of the various objections he raises, Penrose believes that string theory is overdue for retirement, or at least de-emphasis.  Enough problems and inconsistencies have built up within it that the best way forward is to throw out some of string theory’s assumptions and change tacks entirely.  (In Kuhnian terms, the paradigm of string theory has built up enough anomalies that a revolution is in order.)  And yet, instead of being reconsidered, string theory is ignoring its inadequacies while sucking up more money and attention than all its rivals combined, like a zombie leech on particle physics’ neck.
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My words, not his.

While reading, I began to be skeptical about how dominant string theory really is.  Among everyone I know who cares about physics, it’s something of a frequent punching bag for being “unfalsifiable”.  Starting in 2006, a full ten years before the publication of FFF, legendary nerd cartoonist Randall Munroe (aka XKCD) was penning strips mocking string theory, calling its adherents brainless, and making fun of extra dimensions.  String theorists seem like the butt of every joke in physics; if so, is it really possible they could wield so much power?

Having asked around, it seems like the answer is somehow a resounding yes.  Everyone I asked said that string theorists get their studies funded, their articles published, and tenure-track positions offered, winning the intense competition for those critical career milestones.  One of my relatives has a PhD in physics, and said one of the principal reasons he didn’t want to continue in academia was because of this dominance of string theory.

To play devil’s advocate—is this dominance really all that bad?  Scientific revolutions are warranted now and then, but Kuhn thought most progress happened when scientists had a common frame of assumptions to work from, allowing “normal science” to occur.  Maybe string theory is providing that right now, and there’s still plenty of normal science to do before changing paradigms!  Penrose brings up new ideas in string theory, with fancy names like “AdS/CFT correspondence” and “M-Theory”, and says they don’t resolve the problems he’s pointing out.  But this could indicate that string theory still has room to grow.  The theory isn’t fully developed; isn’t that just all the more reason it should continue developing?  Maybe the dominant paradigm still has the potential to bear fruit.

Moreover, if the paradigm were to shift, there’s no clear answer as to what it should shift to.  If string theory is like the Newtonian theory of gravity, where is the superior theory of relativity to replace it?  Penrose has his own favored approach, “twistor” theory, which I couldn’t understand at all.  Even given that twistors have advantages, is the theory yet mature enough to support productive science?  The following story from Chapter 4 is what most made me pause and reflect on the potential benefits of string theory as a common paradigm to work from, even if it’s flawed. Emphasis is mine:


Following the first of my Princeton lectures, as I recall, I was approached by a prospective graduate student in theoretical physics who seemed evidently troubled about what line of research he should pursue, and he wanted some advice…Like many others, he had found the ideas of string theory to be enticing; but he had been somewhat discouraged by the negative assessment in my talk…I was reluctant to suggest my own area of twistor theory as an appropriate alternative, not only because there appeared to be no one he could work with on the subject, but also because it was a difficult area for a student with aspirations to make some real progress.



Twistor theory has apparently developed since then—in part with assistance from some string theory ideas!—and I would guess that Penrose would unreservedly recommend twistors to that student today.  But this might express part of the reason why agitating for a paradigm shift too early could cause more harm than good for the progress of science.

Penrose’s critiques of string theory ultimately ring true to me, especially because they echo the same critiques that have been repeated elsewhere.  Nonetheless, it’s possible the main problem might not be the string theorists, and the burden is on non-string theorists to offer a definitively better alternative.  Ultimately, Chapter 1 felt like the weakest in the book.



Faith

In Which Eliezer is Counted Among the Righteous

Having alienated the most powerful faction in physics with his salvo against string theory, Penrose next sets his sights on one of the most tested and respected theories in all of modern physics: quantum mechanics (QM).
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Have I mentioned how great Penrose’s illustrations are?  Oh, a couple of times now?  Good.

I have far more familiarity with QM than string theory, but I won’t try to summarize it fully here, especially when there are far better resources available which I can reference for that purpose.  I highly recommend this series from MIT OpenCourseWare on YouTube.  The first few lectures, given by the highly engaging Professor Allan Adams, give an excellent overview of what’s weird about quantum mechanics, in more than enough detail to engage critically with Chapter 2 of FFF.  Alternatively, longtime readers of this blog and members of the rationalist community might turn to the first four entries in Eliezer Yudkowsky’s QM sequence on LessWrong, which seeks to teach many of the same basic lessons about QM.  But go any deeper into the sequence than that, and things get awkward.

The fifth entry of Yudkowsky’s sequence begins as follows (emphasis mine):


“Macroscopic decoherence—also known as ‘many-worlds’—is the idea that the known quantum laws that govern microscopic events simply govern at all levels without alteration.”



Yudkowsky thinks this is true.  From the force of his language, he perhaps even thinks it should be an obvious truth to anyone who knows enough about QM.  He rejects theories which postulate some “collapse” on “measurement” of a quantum superposition.  Instead, he thinks that the universe is a wave-function, which frequently splits into different “worlds”, and that measurement simply lets us discover what part of the wave-function we’re in.

Penrose thinks this is false.  He’s a bit more polite about it, saying at one point, “I do appreciate why many of those who hold unshakably to a total faith in the physical truth of the quantum formalism are led to holding such a standpoint.”  Nonetheless, the bolded text above is the exact principle which he’s set against in Chapter 2, and which he thinks is motivated by that unjustified faith in the universal scalability of QM.  He thinks that common experience, scientific precedent, and general relativity all imply certain limits which will prevent quantum laws from operating on macroscopic objects.

To defend this view, he first describes what QM is, and how it works.  Again, to actually understand QM well, I highly recommend the MIT lectures above.  But here’s a shorter, worse explanation for anyone without 25 hours to spare.

Sometimes, in well-isolated systems of small objects, it seems like different possible states of a system can interfere with one another.  In one classic experiment, electrons are shot, one at a time, at a wall with two slits in it.  After passing through, they hit a back wall.  If we block one slit, electrons simply pass through the other one and strike the back wall in a smooth bell curve behind it.  But if both slits are open, the pattern created on the back wall is weird and wavy.  This wavy distribution is what we’d expect if we shot many particles at once and they interfered with one another, acting like a wave, perhaps because of electrical repulsion or bouncing off each other.  But again, each electron was shot one at a time, so it seems like each one interfered with… itself?  To speculate wildly—did it somehow become a wave in the middle?  Did it deflect from another possible version of itself which took the other path?  Did it go through both at once, and only decided which version of its history to “keep” once it hit the back wall?  Or is asking what the electron does before being measured meaningless, since you can’t test it?

Physicists don’t agree about what the electron is doing as it passes through the slits, but they have an agreed-upon formula for predicting where it will end up.  This formula involves treating both possible paths through the slitted wall as “superimposed”, so that a “wave-function” representing the electron is neither passing through slot A, nor slot B; it’s in a combined “here-or-there” state.  If we put more obstacles in the electron’s way, there’s math we can do to the wave-function which will give us the odds of where we’ll locate the electron.  But notably, once we “measure”—once we find it “here”—the “here-or-there” superposition state vanishes, and the “there” branch of it ceases to interfere with our reality.

Whether, how, and why this “here-or-there” superposition state “collapses” upon “measurement” may be the biggest open question in quantum mechanics: the Measurement Problem.  The scare quotes around “collapse” and “measurement” are necessary; we’re in metaphysics territory now, so everyone disagrees about what the proper words to use are, and what they correspond to.  Penrose is taking this problem on and proposing an answer.

Penrose contrasts his view with people like Yudkowsky (without naming him, of course).  Many-worlders, or “Everettians”, believe that there is no “collapse” of the wave-function.  Instead, measurement simply provides us information about which chunk of the wave we’re in, where the “chunks” represent different worlds where different possibilities are realized; and this coincides with “decoherence” of a previous world into two or more new non-interfering worlds, which continue to be superimposed behind the scenes.

This has always seemed far-fetched to me.  We are supposed to believe that worlds remain superimposed (as linearity requires they must be), but don’t appear to interfere with one another.  How can this be, when interference terms naturally arise from the quantum formalism starting from a superimposed state?  Decoherence requires either a great coincidence canceling out those interference terms, or the discovery of some hitherto-unrecognized effect suppressing them.  Yudkowsky appears to believe something like the second, whereby decoherence naturally occurs when only some of a superposition’s amplitude interacts with a larger environment, causing apparently-classical behavior without the loss of linearity and without a discontinuity.

(I know this has gotten significantly more technical and less accessible, and I apologize.  Given that I’m criticizing a prominent rationalist’s views on a rationalist blog, I feel a need to go into more detail here than in the rest of the review.)

It seems like Penrose has similar concerns to mine about linearity being preserved in complex systems, and he cites precedents in science to back up his case.  He says:


...universal linearity is highly unusual in physical theories.  It was noted [earlier] that Maxwell’s equations for the electromagnetic field are linear, but it should be pointed out that this linearity does not extend to the classical dynamical equations of an electromagnetic field together with charged particles or fluids that are interacting with it.  The complete universality of the linearity demanded by the [quantum]-evolution of present-day quantum mechanics is utterly unprecedented.



Apparently, Newtonian gravity has a similar loss of linearity in complex systems.  The basic formulas satisfy linear equations, but the motion of three or more bodies cannot be predicted or described by linear equations.  By analogy, even if the simplest description of the wave-function’s evolution is linear, that doesn’t mean that QM will remain fully linear in more complicated systems.  The emergent behavior can be non-linear.

Penrose also advances a far simpler argument against Everettian views: we do not perceive ourselves to be in superpositions.  He invokes the old example of Schrödinger’s Cat, asking what someone observing a superimposed cat would experience, and commenting:


…It is argued (not very logically, in my view) that the observer’s experiences “split” into two coexisting individual un-superposed experiences.  My problem, here, is that I do not see why what we call “experiences” need to be un-superposed.  Why should an observer not be able to experience a quantum superposition?



We don’t seem to interact or interfere with other possible versions of ourselves, or anything of the sort, nor do we seem to experience a superposition between two experiences at the same time.  Along with Penrose, I think a many-worlds picture should imply that some of those things happen.  An additional explanatory burden, then, is placed on many-worlders to explain why such things don’t seem to happen.
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“Yes, of course, cats should be in the most super positions.”

After expressing this skepticism about universal linearity, Penrose outlines a theory which he thinks can better explain when and why collapse, or “spontaneous decay”, of a superimposed state occurs.  The evolution of the wave-function happens over time.  But in general relativity, time coordinates are defined differently for objects based on their gravitational fields.  So for two potential outcomes in a quantum superposition, the more their mass is displaced from one another, the more out of whack their time coordinates will be, destabilizing the superimposed state until it eventually collapses.  This offers a well-defined, testable reason why massive objects on macro scales don’t do weird quantum stuff.  I have no idea whether it will pan out experimentally, but I find myself somewhat optimistic about the theory.

All in all, Penrose’s discourse on QM was positively enlightening.  Parts of it brought on that miraculous feeling of seeing my own half-formed thoughts given beautiful expression, making Chapter 2 the highlight of FFF for me.  It helps that Penrose took a comprehensible position on a well-defined issue—and I found myself fully convinced.

Perhaps not coincidentally, out of the three fields Penrose discusses, I know QM the best.  This is my strongest data point in favor of the book not Eulering me.  The more I know about a topic, the more reasonable Penrose’s arguments sound!  It’s like the opposite of Gell-Mann Amnesia.  Because his arguments seem stronger the more I know, it seems likely that his arguments are uniformly strong, and if/when they seem weak, the real problem could be my ignorance.

However, Chapter 2 isn’t all sunshine and roses on the comprehensibility and accessibility front.  Penrose spends a subchapter or two talking about functional freedom in the context of QM, and it’s totally incomprehensible to me.  Just when things were going so well.  C’est la vie, let’s move on.



Fantasy

Why Inflation is Ruining Everything

A friend once joked to me that physics is the study of things that are either very very small or very very large.  Having spent two-thirds of FFF dealing with very small scales, Penrose now sets his sights on the big side of things, seeking to correct the record in cosmology.

Penrose’s mandate for Chapter 3 is taking on “fantastical” ideas in cosmology which have more of a wishful than a rational basis.  Eventually, he’ll reach the main target of his criticism: the theory of cosmic inflation.
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No, not THAT inflation.

He takes his time getting there, though.  On the way, he touches on what seems like every major idea in cosmology, embarking on a wide-ranging survey of the universe’s history, shape, and fate, taking pot shots at unlikely views as he goes.  I’ll give an overview of some major points.

The topology or “shape” of the overall universe, as well as its size (finite? infinite?), appear to be open questions.  The shape is important, since the curvature of the shape can determine whether a universe expands indefinitely, remains stable, or eventually “crunches” back down into a singularity.  However, because of a positive “cosmological constant” 𝛬 in our universe, these geometrical effects are totally overridden, and physicists expect that the universe will expand at an accelerated pace as time passes.  And even if it were to “crunch”, Penrose finds the idea that it could then “bounce” into a new Big Bang and new universe implausible.  It would most likely just collapse down into a singular state (like a black hole) and stay there.

In that context, Penrose introduces a concept he’ll lean on throughout the rest of Chapter 3: that of entropy.  A given system of particles has high entropy if there are lots of other configurations of those particles which look the same at a glance.  In other words, low entropy states are “special”, whereas high entropy states have lots of closely similar states, and are usually more hot and chaotic.  The Second Law of Thermodynamics, which is a feature of virtually every system we know of, says that entropy is overwhelmingly likely to increase with time, since the odds of a “special” state fluctuating into existence from a less special state is virtually nil.

These definitions create a thorny problem for cosmology.  Hot and chaotic states have high entropy, and the Big Bang was the hottest and most chaotic of them all.  So did the Big Bang have singularly high entropy?  If so, wouldn’t going from there to the state of the universe today—a less hot, less chaotic state—violate the Second Law of Thermodynamics?  The solution lies in the distribution of mass, which was apparently spatially uniform originally.  Uniform distributions of space are low-entropy; gravity bringing mass together increases entropy.  So while thermal entropy was high in the Big Bang, gravitational entropy was very low, and gravity makes a much greater contribution to overall entropy.  As matter coalesced into stars, planets, and especially black holes, there was a vast increase in overall entropy, even as the universe cooled from its initial temperature.

After hitting on all of these topics, we finally arrive at cosmic inflation, Penrose’s main “fantastical” target of Chapter 3.  The dominant account of the universe’s history currently includes inflation, to the point where cosmology classes and textbooks often teach it as established fact instead of one theory among others.  And Penrose is careful to point out that, much like string theory, the theory solves some problems even as it creates others.  He credits it with predicting that the universe has no curvature, which is supported by the most recent astronomical observations.  But with all that acknowledged, he himself doesn’t believe in inflation.

Penrose’s objections mainly focus on entropy.  Inflation was invented to try to explain some puzzling features of the universe, such as how the universe got as smooth in its distribution of matter as it appears to be today.  The theory’s answer is that the universe, well, inflated—that for a very short period of time, the cosmological constant 𝛬 (from earlier, the one accelerating the universe’s expansion) suddenly became huge, expanding the universe greatly and “smoothing” things out.  But as Penrose covered earlier, smooth, uniform distributions of matter have low entropy.  For inflation to take a high-entropy “lumpy” state and turn it into a low-entropy “smooth” state violates the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which Penrose thinks makes the theory enormously implausible.

Penrose notes that some inflationists can respond by invoking the Anthropic Principle.  Essentially, this says that even if the Second Law of Thermodynamics makes the random generation of an inflated region arbitrarily unlikely, in an infinite universe (or multiverse, though Penrose scorns that idea), such inflation will still occasionally happen.  If this inflation is the only way to create a low-entropy area that can support life, then living organisms will always live in a post-inflation region, since however unlikely that region’s creation is, it’s a precondition for those observers to exist.

Penrose’s response?  This proves too much; starting from the same assumptions, you can derive absurdities.  If you think your region fluctuated into existence randomly, it is far more likely that it did so yesterday than a billion years ago, since by the Second Law of Thermodynamics, yesterday is a higher-entropy state, and therefore more easily randomly generated.  What’s more, if “inflated regions” capable of supporting life can fluctuate into existence randomly, the exceedingly vast majority of such regions will be of the absolute minimum size necessary to support life. In the limit of this argument, you are overwhelmingly likely to not actually be a human, but to be a “Boltzmann Brain”, gray matter that popped into existence to experience only the illusion of the present moment before dying from cosmic exposure.
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Even given the Anthropic Principle, an inflated universe filled with observers is exceedingly unlikely relative to one filled with Boltzmann brains individually inflated into existence.

Penrose treats this as absurd, and thinks any theory implying it must be false.  The implication of Boltzmann Brains “points to the futility of seeking explanations of an anthropic type for the low-entropy requirements of our actual universe.”  But I wish he’d justified that more carefully.  Is a universe with Boltzmann Brains actually all that ridiculous?  I confess that I’m torn on the question.

It would certainly be troubling.  It would imply that everyone should always think they are almost certainly not who, what, or where they think they are.  It would also imply that our experiences don’t result from our senses; most brains would fluctuate into existence experiencing and believing totally random things with no connection to reality.  Perhaps this is sufficient reason to doubt the theory.  Can you ever be warranted to believe something which implies that all your beliefs are unwarranted?  I think not, and I lean towards rejecting the possibility of Boltzmann Brains for this reason.  Nonetheless, not everyone likes pragmatic arguments like these, and there’s plenty of room for debate on the topic.

But perhaps it’s good that Penrose didn’t get sucked down that rabbit hole; Chapter 3 is already busy enough.  In a word, I’d call it eclectic.  Penrose bounces back and forth between the many views he wants to discuss and knock down, making for a somewhat chaotic read.  I hardly covered half of the topics he touched on!  At one moment, you’re reading about the topology of the universe; the next, you’re reading about how maybe 𝛬 doesn’t need a physical explanation; and then suddenly, you find yourself in the middle of what feels more like philosophy than physics.

Nonetheless, I loved Chapter 3.  Everything it talks about is fascinating.  In writing this review and deciding what I was and wasn’t going to cover, it was really difficult making cuts.  I don’t blame Penrose for having a hard time narrowing down his subject matter too!  For all its seeming distractibility, I think this is the chapter that the average rationalist-inclined reader would enjoy the most, especially in contrast with Nick Bostrom’s writings on the Anthropic Principle.

Finally—the ever-present question in this book: am I just getting Eulered?  I still don’t think so.  While the theories he’s discussing are complex, the core objections he makes are simple and accessible, such that they can be evaluated and critiqued even by laymen.  And while Penrose speaks from authority in places in this chapter, I’m inclined to believe he’s earned that right.  After all, he won the 2020 Nobel Prize in Physics for work in cosmology.  If you’re going to trust anyone on this topic, it might as well be him.



Conclusion

2/10, functional freedom wasn’t mentioned enough

Would I recommend “Fashion, Faith, and Fantasy” to you?  Before answering, I’d ask you two questions.

First, did you fall asleep before reaching the end of this review?  If not, then you might not be the kind of person who would enjoy engaging with FFF.  Books on theoretical physics have narrow appeal, and FFF is no exception.  Still, Penrose works hard to make it fun throughout, with amusing asides and gorgeous art.  If you’re still with me, you might enjoy a theoretical physics book, and this one is as entertaining as any other in the genre.

Second, do you know what the mathematical definition of a subspace is?  If not, you might want to look elsewhere.  For example, Penrose’s buddy Stephen Hawking wrote a book covering the same topics which is much more accessible; it goes lighter on the math and heavier on the illustrations.  I realize this might sound condescending.  “I don’t think you’re educated enough for Penrose.  Here, try Hawking’s picture book!”  But quite honestly, I wasn’t smart enough for FFF—not really—and I suspect that if you haven’t gotten through at least a linear algebra class, you won’t have any fun at all trying to read it.  Even if I feel like an asshole, I’m obligated to ask whether you’re mathematically prepared for this book.

If you answered “yes” to both questions, I would wholeheartedly recommend it to you.  Roger Penrose is really, really smart.  If you want to be exposed to the inner workings of his gigantic wrinkly brain, and if you’re prepared to feel at least a little dumb yourself, pick up “Fashion, Faith, and Fantasy in the New Physics of the Universe.”  Even if you get as lost as I did, you’ll at least see some beautiful illustrations on your journey through it.

The incorporated quotes and visuals are included for purposes of criticism, commentary, and transformative humor, all of which are purposes covered by “fair use”.  Rights to said content remain reserved to their original holders.  The cat is mine.








Fisher is Evil
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A young Fisher. (Source)

If you have ever read Jaynes’ book on Bayesian statistics, you may remember that R. A. Fisher, one of the fathers of what we now call orthodox statistics, often pops up as the villain of the situation. Jaynes is always dutifully respectful of Fisher’s accomplishments and technical competence, but I will venture to say that, between the lines, he is painting the figure of a shithead. He even underlines how Fisher had no sense of humor at all and would explode in rage at the minimum involuntary provocation, while his Bayesian counterpart—the distinguished Sir Harold Jeffreys [2]—was a very funny and nice old man who chatted amicably with his friends, making fun of Fisher. Also, he indicates that Fisher was an eugenist, although I could not sense if, in the view of the writer, that counted as an obvious negative due to its association with Nazi ideology, or if it was just meant as a statement of fact with no connotation.

Early in the book, Pearl too starts by pointing out Fisher’s bad character, in relation to the limited success of an early theory of causation by Wright, called “path analysis”, which in hindsight forms the basis of the one invented by Pearl decades later.


Although Crow did not mention it, Wright’s biographer William Provine points out another factor that may have affected the lack of support for path analysis. From the mid-1930s onward, Fisher considered Wright his enemy. I previously quoted Yule on how relations with Pearson became strained if you disagreed with him and impossible if you criticized him. Exactly the same thing could be said about Fisher. The latter carried out nasty feuds with anyone he disagreed with, including Pearson, Pearson’s son Egon, Jerzy Neyman (more will be said on these two in Chapter 8), and of course Wright.



And here’s from chapter 8:


In 1935, Neyman gave a lecture at the Royal Statistical Society titled “Statistical Problems in Agricultural Experimentation,” in which he called into question some of Fisher’s own methods and also, incidentally, discussed the idea of potential outcomes. After Neyman was done, Fisher stood up and told the society that “he had hoped that Dr. Neyman’s paper would be on a subject with which the author was fully acquainted.”

“[Neyman had] asserted that Fisher was wrong,” wrote Oscar Kempthorne years later about the incident. “This was an unforgivable offense—Fisher was never wrong and indeed the suggestion that he might be was treated by him as a deadly assault. Anyone who did not accept Fisher’s writing as the God-given truth was at best stupid and at worst evil.” Neyman and Pearson saw the extent of Fisher’s fury a few days later, when they went to the department in the evening and found Neyman’s wooden models, with which he had illustrated his lecture, strewn all over the floor. They concluded that only Fisher could have been responsible for the wreckage.



But most importantly, like Jaynes, Pearl dedicates an entire chapter to a topic where arguably Fisher plays the role of protagonist. It narrates the story of how it was discovered that smoking causes lung cancer. I have systematically been exposed to anti-smoking propaganda since childhood. At school they would periodically explain to us how bad smoke was using a lot of fancy diagrams of the human body. However, nobody ever bothered to quantify the seriousness of the danger. Consequently, I always presumed that it was a true but somewhat small statistical effect that was not trivial to see and as such it was important to convince people of its existence. Well, it turns out that, by modern standards, the effect had been farcically easy to notice the first time:


Before cigarettes, lung cancer had been so rare that a doctor might encounter it only once in a lifetime of practice. But between 1900 and 1950, the formerly rare disease quadrupled in frequency, and by 1960 it would become the most common form of cancer among men. Such a huge change in the incidence of a lethal disease begged for an explanation.

[...]

Of course Hill knew that an RCT was impossible in this case, but he had learned the advantages of comparing a treatment group to a control group. So he proposed to compare patients who had already been diagnosed with cancer to a control group of healthy volunteers. Each group’s members were interviewed on their past behaviors and medical histories. To avoid bias, the interviewers were not told who had cancer and who was a control.

The results of the study were shocking: out of 649 lung cancer patients interviewed, all but two had been smokers.

[...]

Doll and Hill realized that if there were hidden biases in the case-control studies, mere replication would not overcome them. Thus, in 1951 they began a prospective study, for which they sent out questionnaires to 60,000 British physicians about their smoking habits and followed them forward in time. (The American Cancer Society launched a similar and larger study around the same time.) Even in just five years, some dramatic differences emerged. Heavy smokers had a death rate from lung cancer twenty-four times that of nonsmokers. In the American Cancer Society study, the results were even grimmer: smokers died from lung cancer twenty-nine times more often than nonsmokers, and heavy smokers died ninety times more often. On the other hand, people who had smoked and then stopped reduced their risk by a factor of two.



What was the role of Fisher in this? He was the most famous statistician on Earth. He was a habitual smoker. And he thought that everyone else was dumb and he was always correct.

As the first results showing a connection between smoking and lung cancer appeared, Fisher stated that the correlation was due to an unknown hereditary factor that caused both smoke craving and increased lung cancer risk. His opinion was probably shaped by his quantitative studies of evolution and his eugenic views; he was used to attribute more importance to genes than other people thought they carried.

Due to previous historical developments (discussed elsewhere in the book) orthodox statisticians had never introduced a clear concept of causation, concentrating only on correlations. Thus, when Fisher insisted on his hypothesis, no one had a statistical tool ready to throw at the data to prove him wrong. Even when the data showed that the connection was so strong that it provably could not be only due to an unobserved confounder, he stuck stubbornly with his idea. The argument that sealed the presence of a causal connection goes as follows:


Cornfield took direct aim at Fisher’s constitutional hypothesis, and he did so on Fisher’s own turf: mathematics. Suppose, he argued, that there is a confounding factor, such as a smoking gene, that completely accounts for the cancer risk of smokers. If smokers have nine times the risk of developing lung cancer, the confounding factor needs to be at least nine times more common in smokers to explain the difference in risk. Think of what this means. If 11 percent of nonsmokers have the “smoking gene,” then 99 percent of the smokers would have to have it. And if even 12 percent of nonsmokers happen to have the cancer gene, then it becomes mathematically impossible for the cancer gene to account fully for the association between smoking and cancer. To biologists, this argument, called Cornfield’s inequality, reduced Fisher’s constitutional hypothesis to smoking ruins. It is inconceivable that a genetic variation could be so tightly linked to something as complex and unpredictable as a person’s choice to smoke.



This was not at all cl[image: ]ear to me on first reading, so I made a diagram:

The two bars represent non-smokers and smokers. I arbitrarily filled two ticks of the non-smokers with cancer (red), and two ticks with the cancer-smoke-gene (black), with one tick of non-smokers having both cancer and the gene.

Since smokers have nine times the risk of getting cancer, I have to fill 2 x 9 = 18 ticks with red in the smokers bar. How many ticks should be filled with black? First, if it’s only the gene which is causing the increase in cancer risk, all additional red ticks compared to the non-smokers must also be filled with black, so I filled with black the 16 ticks from 3rd to 18th. Second, within the people who have the gene, the fraction of cancer must stay the same: otherwise being a smoker would have an additional effect on cancer not explained by the gene. In the non-smokers bar there is one red tick out of two black ones, a proportion of 1:2, while in the smokers bar there are already 17 red-black ticks, so I have to add another 17 black-only ticks.

This shows that the fraction of smokers who have the gene must be at least nine times the fraction of non-smokers who have it, which is the first part of the reasoning. Then it follows that the fraction of non-smokers with the gene is less than 1/9, otherwise more than 100 % of the smokers would have it. The argument concludes by stating that of course it is very unlikely that just 1/9 = 11 % of the non-smokers have the gene, there must be more, and so the premise (only the gene is having an effect on cancer) is false.

I’m no biologist, so I did not understand why there could not be less than 11 % non-smokers with the gene. I asked a biology student, he said “Muh I don’t know.” I asked a statistics student, she said “Uh well you just get used to a certain magnitude of genetic effects after seeing many of them and this seems too strong.” To this I objected: but there exists also genetic (or innate anyway) stuff that has a strong effect on everything, right? For example, if you are born with an additional X chromosome, you are more at risk of doing all sorts of weird stuff like throwing away clothes because they have holes, hanging up little icons of Jesus, spreading dangerous chemicals on domestic surfaces, etc. Or if you are born intelligent, you will fare better than other people at school without breaking a sweat and also have fun while doing it and get a higher salary without moral compromises and physical labor. In fact, X-X humans do smoke less and live longer and are better at school than X-Ys. The same goes for intelligent people. So how can an innate factor be excluded here?
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I think the explanation is “implicit deconfounding.” Gender does have a strong effect on death and smoking. However, it is not a problematic confounder, because it is very easy to know the gender of people [citation needed]. So, even if you don’t mention it, of course if the gender effect was relevant to the matter at hand you would have noticed and adjusted for it. Remember that the final goal of this kind of discussion is prediction: if medical science was so advanced that you could tell beforehand if you are the kind of guy who would stay healthy even in the face of smoking, nobody would care about the average causal effect of smoke on cancer in the population, the thing would stop being statistical (well, let’s say “become less statistical”) and you would ask your doctor if you in particular can smoke or not because, doctor, I really like getting high on marginal cancer risk.

This applies to genetic/innate factors in general in the following way: it is true that we have examples of very strong and influential factors, and not just weak ones. But strong factors tend to have an effect on everything, not just a single habit and a single medical outcome, in such a way that you already know of those factors beforehand and they never qualify as confounders. It is interesting that indeed there is a genetic effect matching Fisher’s hypothesis:


Ironically, genomics researchers discovered in 2008 that Fisher was right: there is a “smoking gene” that operates exactly in the way he suggested.



However:


The discovery of the smoking gene should not change anybody’s mind about the overwhelmingly more important causal factor in lung cancer, which is smoking. We know that smoking is associated with more than a tenfold increase in the risk of contracting lung cancer. By comparison, even a double dose of the smoking gene less than doubles your risk. This is serious business, no doubt, but it does not compare to the danger you face (for no good reason) if you are a regular smoker.



So in hindsight it was reasonable to expect the presence of an innate common cause, but it was also reasonable to expect that it could not be big enough to explain all the observed effect without having been noticed already.

Far atop these paragraphs it is clickbaited: Fisher is evil. Let us flesh this out in more exquisite detail. Pearl and Mackenzie say:


The case of Fisher is particularly sad. Of course, skepticism has its place. Statisticians are paid to be skeptics; they are the conscience of science. But there is a difference between reasonable and unreasonable skepticism. Fisher crossed that line and then some. Always unable to admit his own mistakes, and surely influenced by his lifetime pipe-smoking habit, he could not acknowledge that the tide of evidence had turned against him. His arguments became desperate. He seized on one counterintuitive result in Doll and Hill’s first paper—the finding (which barely reached the level of statistical significance) that lung cancer patients described themselves as inhalers less often than the controls—and would not let it go. None of the subsequent studies found any such effect. Although Fisher knew as well as anybody that “statistically significant” results sometimes fail to be replicated, he resorted to mockery. He argued that their study had showed that inhaling cigarette smoke might be beneficial and called for further research on this “extremely important point.” Perhaps the only positive thing we can say about Fisher’s role in the debate is that it is very unlikely that tobacco money corrupted him in any way. His own obstinacy was sufficient.



(Note: the part on “tobacco money” does not mean he was not paid by big tobacco, it means he was paid but only because he was already a supporter and would have been in any case.)

So, well, I don’t think Fisher is “evil” as, like, the idealized evil dictator of eviland. It’s his unfortunate circumstance that’s evil! Fisher is not evil, he is, let’s say, the rationalist nightmare. He’s a sort of genius, brilliant at math, always the smart guy in the room. From his point of view all the dumbwits around him are making mistakes at each turn so he invents a new statistical language which limits by construction answerable questions to objective ones and constrains other people to only use methods designed and vetted by a caste of trained statisticians led by him such that nobody can ever make mistakes or try to ask subjective questions, problem solved.

(Spoiler: it ends with people just being confused and misusing the language to prove any bullshit, folks there are no true Scotsmans here to see, it’s just unfounded rumors, please return to your homes.)

Then, from the evident fact that everyone else is dumber than him, he’s ready to see that innate intelligence and ability are extremely important factors, he sets out to do something concrete about this and studies how to systematically improve the intelligence of people for the benefit of mankind (eugenics).

(Spoiler: it ends with people applying eugenics as “So I’ve measured that the elliptical eccentricity of the craniums of this group of Africans is 0.02 less than that observed on my friends, which necessarily implies negroes are designed by God to be slaves, so let’s kill all Jews!”)

Then a new group of dumbsters pops up saying that his favorite drug, which has clearly no side effects and helps him concentrate, which surely is a benefit to humankind since this enables his intellect to run at top speed and produce more scientific breakthroughs, causes cancer. WTF causality is an illusion simpletons, even babies know that nowadays, and of course you want a scapegoat for your inferior genes. Now tell me, a literal additional chromosome can cause you to have a literally bloody hole between your legs or to be literally diagnosed with dumbness, and now oh yes these people we have found who can’t avoid drugs and have cancer can’t be a genetic effect woooo man it’s tooooo complicated to be a genetic effect.

(Spoiler: it ends with people thinking that maybe inhaling burned stuff is not so bad and it gets soft-banned very slowly causing—yes, causing indeed—millions of additional easily preventable deaths.)

So, now I ask you: what would you have done in Fisher’s shoes? Like, Fisher almost nailed everything, just, in a sort of everything goes wrong in practice way. What thought process could have brought you away from a mental state in which all the pieces of reality feel so connected?

Maybe you could have solved it with expected utility: from your point of view you feel quite sure about the genetic explanation, but if it turns out smoking is bad, and in the meantime we have not stopped it, the outcome is a pile of bodies! So we stop smoking while we figure out the situation, we can always light back our pipes later. But this works poorly in practice due to Pascal’s milking: what if the loss of quality of life of people who like smoking balances the additional deaths? What if Fisher can’t concentrate and find a breakthrough that brings to important discoveries in all fields through a new statistical analysis method? What if God exists and thinks YOU SHALL SMOKE? What if racism is so bad that any second you dedicate to stopping smoke is wasted and should have been dedicated to fighting racism instead so you should stop thinking about this right now? What if Pascal comes back from the dead because zombies and eats your face? How can you smoke without a face?

Yes I’m a whig historian so what?? Pearl is, too.

[image: ]

An old Fisher smoking his loyal pipe. In a few years he will die of cancer. [1] (Source)




Frankenstein by Mary Shelley

I.

Frankenstein is the story of a man who does one colossally stupid thing and then feels sad about it for the rest of his life.

I guess that’s pretty common in tragic literature, and many of the Great Works in the Canon would fit that description; but I really want to emphasize just how much this is the entire story of Frankenstein. One bad decision; and then hundreds of pages of the main character feeling harrowed, despondent, anguished, morose, and all sorts of other words that mean sad.

Much of the sadness is conveyed while the protagonist travels, either through the Swiss Alps, or to England, or to France. Always, the same two points are conveyed:


	Mary Shelley was familiar with European geography, and

	Boy, was Dr Viktor Frankenstein a sad, sad guy.



I don’t mean to dump too hard on the text here, because the sadness is conveyed well.  And it is a fitting and suitable sadness. He has good reason to be sad. But still: there is a lot of it. A brooding tone pervades the entire work with almost no reprieve. The analogy that springs to mind is a live performance of the Grateful Dead. Frankenstein consists of Mary Shelley opening with a single sombre chord and then riffing on it for 335 pages.

II.

Why was Herr Frankenstein so very sad?

Before we get to the answer: I was unsure whether to bother with a spoiler alert here; after all, everyone knows the plot of Frankenstein, right? But if you’d asked me to tell you the plot of Frankenstein before reading this book, I would probably have responded with only the most cursory of outlines. Something like: “a scientist figures out how to make a human form and imbue it with life, then things go wrong.”

And if you’d pushed me for more details, I likely would have mentioned two iconic scenes.

First scene: the scientist in question pulls on a lever connected to a lightning rod. A surge of electricity flows out of his equipment and into a corpse on the table. The corpse stirs. The scientist screams “IT’S ALIVE!”

Second scene: a mob of villagers with torches and pitchforks attempt to hunt down the newly-living creature.

It turns out that neither of these scenes are actually in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. And there is some other stuff in there that is absolutely wild. Definitely not what I expected going in.

So: SPOILER ALERT.

III.

Victor Frankenstein is a young man with great promise. He stumbles across an old alchemical treatise, studies it thoroughly, and develops a penchant for alchemy. When he arrives at university to commence his formal studies, he makes the mistake of confessing his love for alchemy to the professor of natural history, and is mocked for it. He resolves to start afresh, learn Real Science, and Show Them All. After some months spent studying, it occurs to him that he could probably actually put a human body together out of old parts and then bring it to life. You know, if he wanted to. If doing so were ever called for.

Young Frankenstein spends about 1 page of the book’s 335 weighing up the pros and cons of bringing a gestalt human corpse to life before plunging ahead with the project. He spends the following months digging up corpses, sewing sinews and muscles and tendons together in the proper arrangement, and doing other gross stuff that he alludes to but never shares with the reader. He mentally breaks down at various points during the work, and it’s unclear how much of it is because the work is so disgusting, how much of it is because of pre-existing medical conditions, and how much of it is because he subconsciously senses that the thing which he is doing is actually super dumb. He doesn’t waste much time on reflection, though: there is new life waiting to be rashly brought forth!

The moment he succeeds in giving his creation life, Frankenstein runs into his bedroom and has a massive freak-out. He paces back and forth until he eventually succumbs to exhaustion. He sleeps fitfully, haunted by nightmares. When he awakens, the creature is next to his bed, grinning at him. The young STEM major, in way over his head, flees the building. By the time he returns, the creature is gone.

Frankenstein is struck by a “nervous fever”, which incapacitates him for several months. His childhood friend, Henry Clerval, travels up to the university to care for him. Eventually Henry and the Frankenstein family persuade Viktor to return to his childhood home.

Soon after Viktor arrives home, his younger brother is murdered and the much-loved family maid wrongly executed for the crime. This, as you can imagine, does little to improve Viktor’s mental state. He goes for a long solitary trip through the Swiss Alps, and we are treated to page after page of descriptions of alpine scenery.

Finally, in the middle of nowhere, he encounters “the figure of a man, at some distance, advancing towards me with superhuman speed”. It’s him. After some hostile initial exchanges, the creature persuades Frankenstein to at least hear him out.

They sit down in a conveniently-placed alpine hut, and the monster tells his life story. How his first memories were of the forest, and hunger, and pleasant sunshine. How people he encountered were always screaming at him. How he hid in a farmhouse for half a year, spying on the inhabitants, in the hope of one day making friends with them. How poorly the inhabitants took it when he did eventually show himself. How he stole a book and learned to read. How he accidentally-on-purpose strangled Frankenstein’s brother, and then definitely-on-purpose slipped the boy’s pendant into the apron of a random sleeping woman so she’d go down for the crime. How lonely it was to be the only eight-foot-tall superhuman monstrosity terrorizing the Swiss countryside. How much better it would be if only he had a girlfriend who were also an eight-foot-tall superhuman monstrosity. They could terrorize the Swiss countryside together. It would be so romantic. Please, Doctor Frankenstein – could you play God just this once more so I won’t have to be miserable all the damned time?

His tale is kind of sympathetic, sure; we all know it’s rough to be an outcast. But also: what possible chance does so tone-deaf a request have of succeeding? “I killed your brother and framed the help, life is hard, please forge for me a waifu”?

Unsurprisingly, Viktor is like: no way. The monster is like, alright, but what if I promise to move with my new gf to “the vast wilds of South America”, subsist on berries, and never bother human settlements again? Viktor still isn’t sure. The monster is like, ok, how about if you don’t help me I’ll keep murdering the people you love. How about now?

Viktor eventually is like: I guess I can trust this guy. He returns home, and his dad sits him down for a chat. Remember that peasant girl your mother and I adopted when you were small? The one we had always hoped you’d eventually marry? asks his father. Would you like to marry her? Viktor is all: of course, Elizabeth is the light of my eyes, there’s just one thing I need to do first, and that thing must happen … in England. And might take a year or two, who knows. (Perhaps unsurprisingly, everything seems to have a very relaxed pace in eighteenth-century Europe.)

Viktor gathers up Clerval, whose life plans always seem to conveniently map onto Viktor’s whims, and a long travel montage ensues, complete with far more musings on English history than you’d expect from a Swiss character. Did you know that the city of Oxford was the last remaining stronghold of Charles II when the rest of the country had defected to Cromwell? Apparently, Dr Frankenstein knew this. And now, so do I.

Viktor and Clerval arrive in England, and are invited by a mutual friend to visit Scotland. Here, in rural Scotland, Viktor finds himself a suitably-isolated island (and the right amount of corpses) and gets to work.

He is sitting in his laboratory one evening, thinking about his work, when a strange and novel thought occurs to him: what if the monster and its new girlfriend breed? Might not this new race of horrible beings become an enduring blight on humanity? Might not Frankenstein’s own legacy thereby be tarnished?

My literal very first thought when he originally agreed to whip up a feminine counterpart for the monster was: make sure she doesn’t have a functioning womb, obviously. Yet somehow Dr Viktor Frankenstein, the pride of Ingolstadt University’s science department, doesn’t think of this once in the several months that he spends travelling across Europe and also making a human body. Nerves, I guess.

At this precise moment in the narrative, the monster decides to drop by and see how his lady love is coming along. Viktor, consumed by a fit of vicious defiance, decides there is no way he’s creating another one of these things, agreement be damned. He tears the partly-assembled female to shreds while vindictively staring the monster right in the eye. The creature threatens to repay this perfidy, and retreats. Viktor decides to go for a little boat ride to calm down.

He falls asleep on the boat, and is somehow carried across the sea to Ireland. The townsfolk receive him with hostility, and Viktor doesn’t understand why. It turns out that last night some witnesses found a corpse by the shore, and noticed a suspicious figure in a boat rowing away from the scene. Viktor is an unknown traveller, and also in a boat; thus, conclude the villagers, he is probably the killer.

The corpse turns out to be Henry Clerval, Frankenstein’s bestie, and Viktor spends a while freaking out in prison until the magistrate tracks down witnesses from that little Scottish island who furnish him with an alibi. How the monster managed to plant Clerval’s corpse near a specific village in Ireland and then arrange for Viktor’s boat to be blown by a storm over the waves to that particular village is never explained. Onwards.

Viktor returns home to Switzerland, and weds his adopted sister. He goes everywhere now with pistols and a dagger. On the night of their union he is particularly on-guard. “I will be with you on your wedding night,” had been the very last thing which the creature had told him. Viktor takes this to mean that the creature would kill him on his wedding night, and it never even crosses his mind that the intended target might be his beloved. He makes sure to put his new wife to bed early so as to spare her delicate sensibilities the burden of having to see his imminent brutal fight with the monster. As he is uselessly pacing the hallways of their honeymoon villa, he hears a shriek from the bedroom. It’s exactly what you think.

After this tragedy, Frankenstein’s father wastes away and dies. Viktor visits the cemetery and makes an oath not to rest until either he or the monster is dead. The monster emerges from the gloom, overjoyed to hear this vow, and thus begins the final act: an absurd game of cat and mouse where the fiend continually flees before the furious form of Frankenstein, taunting him all the while with the vain prospect of vengeance. Remember: we’ve established earlier that the monster moves at superhuman speed. It is also largely immune to the elements, and can subsist on very little food. Thus, the whole game is basically a way for the creature to torture the doctor to death. The monster deliberately chooses rough and punishing terrain, so the whole exercise will suck more for the doctor. He even leaves clues as to which way he’s travelling to forestall the possibility of Frankenstein losing the trail and giving up. Eventually, as they are chasing each other through the wastelands of northern Russia, Frankenstein is cast adrift on a loose piece of ice, and rescued by a passing ship.

Dr Frankenstein tells his whole sad tale to the Englishman captaining the vessel. This Englishman conveys the tale in letters to his sister back in England, and these letters to the sister constitute Mary Shelley’s frame narrative for telling us the story. After Viktor dies, the Englishman witnesses the monster enter the cabin containing the body and speak some final words to Frankenstein’s lifeless form. The creature then promises to make his way to the north pole, and there burn himself alive, so that his corpse “may afford no light to any curious and unhallowed wretch, who would create another such as I have been”. Basically, the exact opposite of leaving his body to science.

The monster leaps out of the cabin window, and floats away on an ice raft. The end.

IV.

Now for everyone’s favourite game: What Is This Book’s Relevance To The Modern Rationalist Reader? It’s a bit of a stretch here, but we’ll try.

One of the questions explored throughout the book is to what extent Dr Frankenstein is culpable for the monster’s crimes. There are times when Viktor explicitly proclaims himself innocent, but at other moments his heart clearly seems heavier for the weight of bringing to life such a being.

I guess there’s an analogy to modern AI research here. The scientist at the very forefront of human knowledge, consumed by the possibility of creating something entirely new, might not even consider whether or not he should create it.

This actually feels … really on point. I am not a scientist at the cutting edge of anything, but I can relate to the sense of having a burst of inspiration which so captivates me that it manages to almost entirely cloud out any considerations of “ought”. I guess the lesson is: don’t rely on the people who are developing AI to take care of their own AI safety research.

Meditations on Moloch illuminated the possibility of AI researchers pushing recklessly ahead so as to avoid losing the machine-learning race to China, or to the tech company next door. Now we have another consideration, grounded in the sort of psychological observation that classic literature excels at: when someone is on the verge of a breakthrough, the pull of the breakthrough itself can be so strong as to overpower any prudent caution.

V.

Who is Monster, Really

Brushing up against Frankenstein in the cultural milieu had given me the sense that the big lesson of the book was that Humans Are The Real Monsters. Having read the book, I can tell you quite firmly, in fact, that Monster Is The Real Monster. Yes, people are mean to this young earnest monstrosity, bless his heart. But there’s a moment in the book where the creature – who has just spent months studying world history, contemplating the nature of Goodness, and spying on some really decent folk – just straight-up kills a young boy. It’s a little bit unclear whether he strangles the boy by accident; and the monster might be somewhat tilted because the lad mentions being related to Frankenstein Sr (Viktor’s father) … but, after the murder, the monster frames a random sleeping woman for the crime. The monster knows she will be executed for the crime. He does it on purpose.

I thus conclude, ladies and gentlemen of the jury: Monster is Monster.

VI.

Here’s something I definitely didn’t expect to be the big lesson of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein:

Monster is Incel.

It’s not just that the plot arc goes: monster seeks love > monster fails to find love > monster wreaks havoc. It gets really, really specific.

Let’s read the end of the monster’s monologue to Dr Frankenstein in the alpine hut, picking up just after the killing of the young boy:


“As I fixed my eyes on the child, I saw something glittering on his breast. I took it; it was a portrait of a most lovely woman. In spite of my malignity, it softened and attracted me. For a few moments I gazed with delight on her dark eyes, fringed by deep lashes, and her lovely lips; but presently my rage returned; I remembered that I was for ever deprived of the delights that such beautiful creatures could bestow and that she whose resemblance I contemplated would, in regarding me, have changed that air of divine benignity to one expressive of disgust and affright.

“Can you wonder that such thoughts transported me with rage? I only wonder that at that moment, instead of venting my sensations in exclamations and agony, I did not rush among mankind and perish in the attempt to destroy them.

“While I was overcome by these feelings, I left the spot where I had committed the murder, and seeking a more secluded hiding-place, I entered a barn which had appeared to me to be empty. A woman was sleeping on some straw; she was young, not indeed so beautiful as her whose portrait I held, but of an agreeable aspect and blooming in the loveliness of youth and health. Here, I thought, is one of those whose joy-imparting smiles are bestowed on all but me. And then I bent over her and whispered, ‘Awake, fairest, thy lover is near—he who would give his life but to obtain one look of affection from thine eyes; my beloved, awake!’

“The sleeper stirred; a thrill of terror ran through me. Should she indeed awake, and see me, and curse me, and denounce the murderer? Thus would she assuredly act if her darkened eyes opened and she beheld me. The thought was madness; it stirred the fiend within me—not I, but she, shall suffer; the murder I have committed because I am for ever robbed of all that she could give me, she shall atone. The crime had its source in her; be hers the punishment! Thanks to the lessons of Felix and the sanguinary laws of man, I had learned now to work mischief. I bent over her and placed the portrait securely in one of the folds of her dress. She moved again, and I fled.

“For some days I haunted the spot where these scenes had taken place, sometimes wishing to see you, sometimes resolved to quit the world and its miseries for ever. At length I wandered towards these mountains, and have ranged through their immense recesses, consumed by a burning passion which you alone can gratify. We may not part until you have promised to comply with my requisition. I am alone and miserable; man will not associate with me; but one as deformed and horrible as myself would not deny herself to me. My companion must be of the same species and have the same defects. This being you must create.”



The language, the tone, even the convoluted reasoning: they sound just like the manifestos of modern incel killers. My intention was to pore over some such manifestos and precisely match up quotes, but I decided against it. I would really rather not read that sort of thing if I can avoid it. The proof is elementary, and left as an exercise for the reader.

There are a couple of parallels that I can sustain without any further research. First, the idea that all women bear guilt because the monster cannot find love. “The crime had its source in her; be hers the punishment!” With that line, he frames an innocent woman for his murder of a child. As easily could one see the line uttered by a man loading an assault rifle, or driving his car into a crowd.

Here’s a grotesque exercise to drive home the same point – imagine the following line from the above passage being spoken into a camera and uploaded to the web shortly before a school shooting: “not I, but she, shall suffer; the murder I have committed because I am for ever robbed of all that she could give me, she shall atone.”

You needn’t change a single damned word.

The other parallel seems minor, but is so uncanny that it bears mentioning. During the long period where the monster is hiding in the villagers’ cottage and spying on them, he notices that one will often spend most of a day in the forest, chopping firewood. The monster then takes to spending his own nights chopping firewood, and leaving it piled up on the door of the cottage for the villagers to find.

On the day he tries to win the fellowship of these villagers, he speaks first alone with the blind patriarch of the family. He asks in an abstract way for the help of the blind man in winning over “some friends”, and in the course of explaining the situation the monster says:


“I tenderly love these friends; I have, unknown to them, been for many months in the habits of daily kindness towards them; but they believe that I wish to injure them, and it is that prejudice which I wish to overcome.”



The creature stops short of claiming just deserts; he doesn‎’t say “I helped them a lot, and now they owe me”. But in the context of all the other vivid incel-killer language, the mind of the modern reader readily supplies the rest of the implicit dark syllogism.

VII.

Perhaps it’s profane to demand practical advice from a hallowed work of fiction. But, having noticed the incel motif, I got to wondering if Shelley had left us any wisdom on how to approach the issue in our own day, when weaponry has moved so terrifyingly beyond Frankenstein’s “pistols and a dagger.”

I gleaned from the tale no specific steps we might take. But Frankenstein has advanced my thinking on the matter in at least one dramatic way. Not because of any particular thing that Shelley writes, but merely because she so accurately describes the phenomenon in 1818. No patience more have I for those who blame porn or video games or fourth-wave feminism or the alienation inherent in late-capitalist society. These may have inflamed the wound, caused it to fester. But the root of the syndrome precedes them all.

He who dreams the incel killer a merely modern menace must awaken to the ancient corpse grinning at his bedside.






From Paralysis to Fatigue: A History of Psychosomatic Illness in the Modern Era by Edward Shorter

PART 1

Edward Shorter is a social historian, professor at the University of Toronto, and well-known author of numerous books on the history of psychiatry. From Paralysis to Fatigue: A History of Psychosomatic Illness in the Modern Era is one of his earliest works.

Despite the disheartening title (suggested alternatives: “Somatization and its Discontents,” “Hysteresis in Hysteria: A History”), From Paralysis to Fatigue is an absorbing story about the changing face of psychosomatic illness in Europe and the U.S., bursting with quotes from letters, diaries, and medical conference proceedings from the past 300 years. It is also, somehow, a primer on predictive processing and memetics from 1992.

But wait - what exactly is psychosomatic illness? I should mention here that I’m a psychiatrist. Many people experience physical symptoms that aren’t the result of an identifiable medical condition. Instead, we attribute the cause to a mysterious process called somatization (when people are preoccupied with internal sensations like stomach pain, chest pain, back pain, dizziness, palpitations, nausea, fatigue, etc) or conversion disorder (when people have dramatic neurological symptoms like convulsions, paralysis, sudden blindness, inability to speak clearly, etc). This sort of thing is surprisingly common but not well understood. If pressed, most doctors would still explain it as “something something psychological factors” or throw up their hands altogether.

Shorter has a conceptual model for all of this, which he lays out in the introduction:


Our bodies send us the most disparate variety of signals about physical symptoms. Under some circumstances, we interpret these signals as evidence of disease, but the symptoms into which our minds cast this disease are just as determined by fashion as was the fashionable face of fin-de-siecle Vienna.



And:


People have always tried to achieve some kind of plausible interpretation of their physical sensations. They cast these sensations on the model of well-defined medical symptoms available in a kind of “symptom pool.”



This “symptom pool” metaphor sounds an awful lot like an analog formulation of predictive processing. There’s a bottom-up stream of formless sensory data, in this case consisting of interoception like “ascending colon just distended a little” or “left semicircular canals say our head is rotating.” There’s the top-down stream of predictions, here involving medical priors like “I have irritable bowel syndrome” or “a lot of my peers have been fainting lately.”
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I think this model suggests that unexplained symptoms can arise in different ways. One person might have a bottom-up stream of internal sensation that’s unusually insistent, or a top-down stream with unusually imprecise health priors. They end up perpetually bothered by random pains, numbness and tingling that comes and goes, bloating and nausea, fatigue for no reason.

On the other hand, someone developing sudden paralysis, blindness, or convulsions seems to require a top-down process “predicting” that their body can no longer use a limb. It also requires that the idea of “sudden paralysis, blindness, or convulsions” is present as a concept or template - a meme - that’s plausible for the body to do.

The question is which symptoms are prominent in the meme pool at a given time, and how they got there. This is the story From Paralysis to Fatigue sets out to tell.

PART 2

The narrative gets going around 1830. For many decades before this, Shorter asserts, “hysterical” patients presented with a wide assortment of unexplainable pains, numbness, vomiting, temporary blindness, fainting fits, and so on. These ailments often improved with neutral therapies like baths, enemas, and exorcisms, suggesting that, at least for some, the cause wasn’t an undiscovered medical disorder.

Reflex Theory

With the elucidation of spinal reflex arcs (the real thing - as in tapping your patellar tendon induces a brisk knee jerk) in the 1830s, Medicine happened upon a new organizing paradigm. Doctors knew that they could tap on one part of the body, some sort of signal traveled around, and another part of the body reacted. “It was a short step to an assertion that every organ in the body could reflexly influence every other organ. This was reflex theory.” So an irritated anus would affect gastric secretions and thereby cause indigestion, or stomach irritation could cause croup.

Reflex theory held sway for much of the 19th century. Patients and doctors found it “alluring” due to the patina of scientific legitimacy. Tendon reflexes are clearly observable and reliably reproduced. They’re even useful in diagnosing some disorders! It also, Shorter argues, primed patients and doctors to expect motor rather than sensory symptoms. Accepting the premise of bodily action at a distance, you can easily explain how disparate symptoms are all connected, “particularly in women because of the permanent state of irritability of the female pelvis.”

However much you thought that 19th century male doctors were obsessed with uteruses, I promise they were in fact more obsessed. There was a school of ophthalmologists in Breslau who studied the effect of uterine excitability on the eyes, “kopiopia hysteria:”


These patients are usually very garrulous and speak constantly of their pains, often in exaggerated terms…One patient had to close her eyes every time she went through a door, because otherwise the drafts caused her eye pain. Another patient said her eyes could not stand it if someone stood too close to her while speaking, a third said that reading gave her abdominal pain, a fourth claimed that after reading for a while the black letters started to seem green, the paper red, and so forth.



Gynecology was a new field at the time, and physicians eagerly applied new examination techniques and surgical procedures. Ironically, doctors of the era insisted it was the patients who fixated on their own reproductive organs. As you can imagine, this era included an atrociously high number of unnecessary hysterectomies, ovariectomies, and clitoridectomies, an upsetting trend Shorter covers in detail.
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Speaking of upsetting.

Then there’s this:


In 1872 New York gynecologist Fordyce Barker described a thirty year-old married patient with a retroverted (backward-tilted) uterus who had taken to spitting at family members. ‘She had been suffering for three or four days with pain in the back and the head…excessively irritable and ill-tempered…[later that day] she began spitting at her mother [and to her husband] “not only spit in his face but violently seized his hair…’ Barker examined her vaginally and found the uterus firmly retroverted, ‘so that it required some force to replace it. As soon as this was done, she loudly ejaculated, and with a kind of satisfied grunt, ‘there now!’ at once ceased spitting, and became perfectly quiet and before I left the room she fell asleep.”



I’m 80% sure that Dr. Barker fabricated this whole case in a sort of Victorian medical equivalent of Letters to Penthouse.

Fits

Fits had always been a common psychosomatic symptom - convulsing, flinging limbs, writhing on the ground, speaking abnormally - the sort of thing traditionally called spirit or demon possession. Presumably, traditional folk medicine and exorcism worked by way of placebo, if that term even applies here. If the problem resolves, it’s an active treatment!

Anyway, in the 19th century West, fits came in two major categories: a “fainting trance” referred to as catalepsy, and the more dramatic convulsions. A representative sample from Connecticut, 1880s:


On a Sunday-school picnic a young lady was noticed by her friends to act queerly. She stopped talking, became absent-minded, stared about her in a dazed way, began to walk off…she soon began to get rigid and her face flushed. Then she commenced to go through various irregular movements of her body. She thrashed with her arms and kicked with her legs, threw her head from side to side, arched up her back and rolled about with such force that several of us had to hold her.”
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Back arching as part of a fit. Looks a lot like opisthotonus in tetanus.

Neurologists and internists of the day built their practices managing such cases among the Victorian upper and middle classes.

Paralysis

“Hysterical paralysis” refers to sudden weakness, often in one or more limbs, that is not the result of an identifiable injury in the nervous system. In fact, there are findings on physical examination that are neurologically inconsistent, like a dragging gait (the person walks with their leg dragging behind) and the Hoover Test.

According to Shorter, this sort of complaint had been rare but exploded in the mid-19th century. Luckily, the usual treatment was not surgery but a stay at a spa. The book includes dozens of anecdotes involving a well-to-do woman who developed weakness, or inability to walk, or inability to speak, went to the seaside or a hot spring for several months, and then got better about half the time.

There was hysteria in men, too. A doctor in Munich saw a male lawyer in the 1840s:


The patient believed himself unable to move his toes, and was finally able to do so after I manipulated the joint a bit. Then he tried to walk, supported by someone on either side. That seemed to go well and I reassured him about the condition of his foot. Then because it was evening, I stayed a half hour to smoke a cigar with him. As I took my leave, he had forgotten his sick foot and accompanied me, lantern in hand, right to the stairs.”



Altered States

For several decades in the mid-1800s, a rage for “animal magnetism” and hypnosis swept Europe. It was basically classic stage hypnotism, in this case using magnets to make people hold contorted positions or say absurd things. It’s closely related to the idea of “second states,” “trance” or “catalepsy” mentioned above - people can spontaneously fall into unresponsive trance, apparently unconscious and unable to interact. Naturally, this led to a widespread fear of being buried alive and the advent of waiting mortuaries and safety coffins.
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You’d be crazy NOT to buy one!

Awareness of hypnosis complicated psychosomatic presentations. People who might once have fallen into passive catalepsy or a convulsing fit now adopted “second states” that included quite a lot of activity, often bizarre:


A Dr. Petetin saw a married woman of nineteen who had been having fits and now seemed dead. Suddenly, before the eyes of her astonished parents, she arose and began singing. Next she began convulsing. Four men could scarcely hold her. Petetin plunged her into a cold bath, where she recovered. Petetin gave her a tobacco enema. She began singing again. After much furor, he discovered he could communicate with her by speaking not to her ears but to her stomach



Shorter comes through with a good point: “a climate of suggestion can elicit…fashionable mental symptoms as well.”

A brief aside - at least in humans, there’s pretty good evidence for “functional cognitive disorders.” Many older adults experience subjective impaired memory and other cognitive deficits, but then exhibit internal inconsistency when tested - they do better on cognitive tasks when distracted by other stimuli. There’s also subjective insomnia - a whole set of people convinced they barely sleep, but polysomnography findings don’t support this at all. Perhaps you know some individuals who, despite doing just fine academically and professionally, are convinced their concentration is terrible.

Peak Hysteria

In the 1880s, at Salpetriere Hospital in Paris, the renowned neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot presided over an epidemic noteworthy even for the time. The cause seems to have been Charcot’s own baroque doctrine of hysteria, which postulated various phases (epileptiform convulsions, then large movements of the limbs and whole body, then delusions and hallucinations. These were further divided into tonic and clonic subphases, clownism, impassioned poses, a terminal period in which anything could happen. You get the idea.) Charcot loved putting on live demonstrations for younger physicians, creating an environment of drama and one-upmanship at the hospital.
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A Clinical Lesson at the Salpetriere - this painting is famous_._

Unsurprisingly, Charcot was obsessed with ovaries. In one demonstration he had his assistant press on a young woman’s left lower abdomen:


Immediately an attack of rhythmic chorea breaks out. The patient remains sitting and consciousness is reserved, her head begins suddenly to turn from right to left and then from left to right, in rhythmic alteration with equal pauses between the individual movements. Simultaneously the right arm begins going up and down, as a result of which her hand beats regularly on her knee as though on a drum…meanwhile the the right foot is stamping noisily on the floor



Charcot’s prestige was such that chic Parisian women briefly adopted similar behaviors as a kind of fashion. From a diary in 1889: “It is truly a bit unsettling…how society women are carrying on right now. They all seem like the hysteriques of the Salpetriere, let loose by Charcot upon the world.”

This whole episode is a clear example of the social contagion aspect of psychosomatic disorders: ideas and behaviors (memes) that spread via suggestion or imitation from person to person. In this particular case, the selection pressure came from Dr. Charcot and other physicians rewarding patients with attention and validation.

Predictably, such complex presentations dropped out of sight soon after Charcot’s death in 1893. Another famed neurologist, Dr. Babinski, looked back:


There was rarely a day when some patient was not in a hysterical crisis..and this was not just at the Salpetriere but in the other hospitals where similar scenes occurred…Today [la grande ataque] has virtually disappeared. It is no longer seen and other kinds of fits have become much rarer.



INTERLUDE
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Tied with Document for third-best album of 1987.

Let’s take a step back. Isn’t this all kind of bizarre? Tons of people with blindness, paralysis, convulsions, trances, with no good explanation? And they aren’t even aware that “they” are doing it? OK, so wrong-headed medical paradigms, and sexism, and ubiquitous repression, and did I mention sexism, that’s all part of it. But why do humans even have the capacity to do this?

Because the ability to credibly feign illness and injury is super useful! Many bird species imitate a broken wing in order to distract predators from their nests. Dogs fake injured legs for food or sympathy, as do chimpanzees. If nothing else, this raises interesting questions about the theory of mind of shorebirds. The evolutionary logic applies to humans too: a convincing injury can evoke sympathy and aid from your tribe, signal submission to others, or get you out of dangerous tasks (“Yeah, I’d love to go on the mammoth hunt with you guys but…my leg is really acting up today.”)

But “convincing” is key, and Triver’s self-deception theory goes a long way here. Animals try to deceive each other all the time, and excel at spotting deception in others. Evolution’s best answer is for the animal itself to believe the deception, thereby avoiding the tell-tale signs of lying. In the case of psychosomatic illness, it means the symptom is produced unconsciously. A modern neuroscientist might say that the brain module producing the symptom is encapsulated, or inaccessible, to the speaking parts of your brain. The end result: symptoms that truly feel like the result of external influence.

PART 3

So by the turn of the century fits, paralysis, and grand hysterical attacks were falling by the wayside. Shorter repeatedly emphasizes the class aspect - after several decades of high prevalence in the upper crust, paralysis and fits were passé, and by the interwar period appeared mostly in the working class.

Not coincidentally, a new medical paradigm was surpassing reflex theory. As scientists and physicians learned more about the brain in the late 1800s, medicine’s emphasis shifted to the idea that people could inherit “a kind of nervous constitution that affected their ‘cerebral centers.’” Soon cadres of “nerve doctors” trained as neurologists or internists sprung up in the bourgeois quarters of town across Europe and America.
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Edwardian lassitude.

Neurasthenia

A new paradigm demanded a new label - neurasthenia. According to an observer in 1904, it “propagated like an epidemic. The name of neurasthenia is on everybody’s lips; and it is the fashionable new disease.” Here again, social contagion with a new illness meme - a memetic illness!

Neurasthenia was conceived of as an organic (i.e. real) nerve or brain condition that was partly heritable and partly due to stress. In practice, it functioned as a “grab-bag term for low-grade psychiatric symptoms.” A Dr. Drummond in Newcastle, 1907:


Anything between the highly strung, interesting, but irritable young lady who abhors the designation nervous, and is grossly insulted by the slightest hint she is hysterical when she complains of an abiding cold spot between her shoulders in her spinal column that nothing relieves, and the stupid, depressed, ever-complaining and, indeed, heartbreaking “lie-abed,” a lifelong trouble to herself and her friends; anything between the intelligent, vivacious business man with a fixed and altogether exaggerated idea of the importance of a certain sensation in his head or stomach, and the distressing state of neurotic impasse as represented by the lifelong depressed hypochondriac, we call neurasthenia, and their name is legion.
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Neurasthenia, in contrast to the female identified hysteria, enabled nerve doctors to reach untapped markets: middle-class businessmen and the new urban working class.

Shorter highlights, over and over, that psychosomatic symptoms underwent a rapid change in character in a short time. Patients became “firmly fixated upon internal sensations in demonstration of the fact that they were ‘nervously ill.’ What a change this represented from a couple of decades earlier, when they were still convulsing, being paralyzed, and having limbs ‘draw up.’”

The neurasthenia brand soon diluted, though. By the 1920s it had “swollen to embrace virtually the entire range of psychic pathology, and thus had become meaningless.”

The Psychologization of Somatization

The story is complicated by the simultaneous emergence of a whole other paradigm emphasizing psychological factors.

This wasn’t just in Sigmund Freud’s circle. Respected neurologists, internists, and psychiatrists were soon referring to hysteria as a disease “of the subconscious mind, of unconscious suggestion.” Physicians argued to abolish the term hysteria and replace it with “psychogenic” illness. Eminent neurologist Adolf Strumpell wrote in 1893: “the number of apparently physical disorders which arise through primary psychological processes is at least as great as the number of actual organic disease conditions.”

This perspective, though surely an improvement on gynecologic surgery, had a major drawback. Physicians bought into the psychological paradigm and used it for the next century (and still do). But many patients hated it (and still do). Why? The psychological model for somatization implies that symptoms are separable into “organic” phenomena arising from the body and “psychological” phenomena arising from the mind. People aren’t dumb. This sounds a lot like some symptoms are legitimate, and others are in your mind - illegitimate.

Shorter sums up: “The psychotherapy paradigm triumphed because it seemed to offer physicians a sensible explanation of why patients somatize and how to treat them…[but] no therapy that forthrightly assumed the non-organic nature of the symptoms would be accepted by the patients.”

INTERLUDE

We’ve seen a number of symptoms already rise and fall in popularity, in what is essentially a form of social contagion. Shorter emphasizes the role of physicians as vectors, inadvertently teaching patients what symptoms will and won’t be taken seriously in a given era. But how does this process start? How do disease memes enter the pool?

You may have noticed that psychosomatic entities have analogs in other medical conditions. There’s a form of the symptom that occurs “in nature,” which I’ll call the wild-type, and there’s a memetic form inspired by it. As Shorter says, “society does not invent symptoms; it retrieves them from the symptom pool.”






































	Wild-type form	Memetic form
	epileptic seizure	“hysterical fit” or convulsion
	nerve or spinal cord injury	limb weakness or numbness
	stroke	conversion blindness, speech impairment
	tetanus, dystonia	back arching, body spasms, ”drawing up”
	coma	trance
	sickness behavior (like flu)	chronic myalgia and fatigue
	heart attack	atypical chest pain


In the wild-type form, the symptom is explicable as a malfunction in an identifiable biologic mechanism. By definition, this isn’t true of the psychosomatic, or memetic versions, which result from a still obscure central nervous system process.

PART 4

We’re up to the 1920s - 1930s. Thanks to advancing science, doctors have more tools to discern non-organic illness. The psychological paradigm of somatization reigns in Western medicine. Where does this leave patients? ”Anxious to present legitimate disease, somatizing patients…abandoned the classic hysteria of the past and adopted sensory symptoms that would correspond to the new medical paradigms…pain and fatigue came to the forefront.”

Pain and fatigue have several useful qualities. They’re universal experiences with a range of causes. They’re poorly understood compared to seizures or focal paralysis. They’re inherently subjective and “almost impossible to disprove.” Thus, somatization in the rest of the 20th century consisted largely of patients reporting pains, fatigue, and other sensations like nausea or dizziness.


	A 1940s Boston internist: “one of the problems most encountered by the general practitioner and the internist is a complaint variously described as weakness, exhaustion, fatigue, loss of ambition, low vitality or weak spells.”

	In 1960s France there was something called receptionists syndrome:




Profound asthenia of both physical and psychological nature at the end of the workday, a drop in attentiveness, in interest and in memory; disturbances of mood and personality, nervousness, irritability, episodes of anxious agitation, hypersensitivity to noise, hyperactivity with tearful moments



The pattern continued to the 1990s, when this book was written. The last few sections touch on Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (briefly attributed to chronic Epstein-Barr viral infection in the 1980s and christened “the Yuppie flu”) and Fibromyalgia. You can guess Shorter’s take: “From a grab-bag of scattered bodily pains, fibrositis (or fibromyalgia as some preferred to call it after muscle inflammation had failed to materialize) passed to being a specific disease.” With basically overlapping symptoms, he thinks Chronic Fatigue and Fibromyalgia are identical and probably represent a form of depression.

Shorter ends with pessimism. Loss of medical authority entails loss of control over illness attributions. Patients increasingly diagnose themselves with an assist from peer support groups and media-savvy charlatans. Ever-increasing social isolation, smaller families, and fewer intimate relationships make people unhappy and inwardly focused - fertile ground for somatization.


It is the lonely and disaffiliated who give us the image of our own times, who are the latter day equivalent of the hysterical nineteenth-century woman in her hoop skirts and fainting fits.



Did I mention this book was published in 1992?

PART 5

From Paralysis to Fatigue has two major take-aways, and like any good history it raises intriguing questions about our own era.

First, the bodily symptoms that people describe change over time in a historically contingent way. Shorter’s symptom pool is a useful model, in addition to a forebear of predictive processing. Second, the rise and fall of these disease concepts is essentially a form of wide-scale social contagion. Somatization remains undoubtedly common, and waves of psychogenic motor symptoms are happening right now. While Shorter doesn’t use the term, I think memes are a good way to understand this.

But there’s no reason to restrict this model to physical symptoms. What happens once society adds a bunch of psychiatric disorders to the list of legitimate illnesses?

One version of this is fairly straightforward. Psychiatry goes through fads in diagnosis and treatment, and at least some psychiatric symptoms behave like a meme. The clearest example is Multiple Personality Disorder in the 1980s, and the contagious nature of self-harm behaviors and suicide has been recognized for decades. Eating disorders also seem to have a communicable quality. Ethan Watters’ Crazy Like Us (reviewed by Scott) provides memorable accounts of epidemic anorexia in 1990s Hong Kong as well as neurasthenia in Meiji-era Japan, proposing a prominent role for social contagion in mental illness.

This is all consistent with Shorter’s idea of the symptom pool. Once psychiatric symptoms are considered legitimate (or perhaps even trendy), more people have them. To be clear, just as with paralysis or fits, this isn’t intentional. In the examples above, the pattern is conspicuous because the symptoms were novel to the culture or the behavior itself was noteworthy.

A stronger version of this argument extends to more commonplace psychiatric conditions. Here’s how I would put it.

Just as with physical ailments, some people suffer from the wild-type form of a psychiatric condition. This includes psychosis and mania, and some forms of depression, and some panic attacks, and some OCD, and so on; these are ultimately due to a mechanism going awry in the person’s brain. There are also people who suffer with psychiatric symptoms that resemble the wild-type, but are actually the memetic version. These are ultimately due to the interaction of whichever illness memes are currently prevalent with a top-down “prediction” to experience those symptoms.

This distinction implies that some people experience prolonged sadness, or poor concentration, or panic attacks, or intrusive thoughts, but don’t have a “mechanism going awry” in their brain. Is this a coherent concept? If someone says they’re constantly sad, don’t they by definition have a mood disorder? If someone doesn’t eat and has a low BMI, don’t they have anorexia? By the DSM, yes. But we’ve just gone through a whole book about people who are in pain, or having seizures, or suddenly can’t talk, and we feel OK saying they don’t have an injury, or epilepsy, or a stroke.

If this hypothesis is true, you would expect to see shifts in how people experience common emotional symptoms, reflecting public awareness campaigns, media attention, drug marketing, and the cultural milieu. As far as I can tell, this is basically the consensus of historians in the field. It’s something like:


Notes


[1]

Pre 1900, when psychiatry was stigmatized and emotions repressed, everybody had physical symptoms.



[2]

In the early 20th century, when psychoanalysis reigned, everybody had neuroses and complexes.



[3]

In the mid 20th century, once barbiturates and benzodiazepines were common, everybody had anxiety and nervous breakdowns.



[4]

Post 1980s, once DSM III and SSRIs came out, everybody had depression.

Anecdotally, I can tell you that bipolar disorder was very common from 2000-2012ish, but lately is surpassed by PTSD and ADHD.

Maybe people’s symptoms don’t change, but we just settle on new labels every 15 years, like a diagnosis treadmill? Maybe! I don’t think this is what historians would say. And if someone’s experience is so amorphous that they fit into bipolar disorder, depression, PTSD, ADHD, and anxiety…that’s kind of the point.

Maybe people had PTSD or depression or autism all along, and now we finally recognize it? Maybe! Though this reminds me of the Medieval Barber fallacy:

[image: ]

Theodoric of York: “You know, medicine is not an exact science, but we are learning all the time. Why, just fifty years ago, they thought a disease like your daughter’s was caused by demonic possession or witchcraft. But nowadays we know that Isabelle is suffering from an imbalance of bodily humors, perhaps caused by a toad or a small dwarf living in her stomach.”

Stigma about mental illness has certainly decreased over the years, which could account for overall higher rates of diagnosis and treatment than in the past. I don’t think it explains shifts in which symptoms people report and what they’re diagnosed with.

Why does this matter? One implication is that people coming to doctors and researchers with similar complaints have a mix of wild-type and memetic illness. The more attention a disorder receives, the greater the proportion of the memetic form. This makes for a confusing clinical picture since psychiatry lacks objective tests and relies, for most diagnoses, on what people say about themselves. High rates of memetic illness could also boost placebo response, with the effect that initially potent treatments like antidepressants and CBT  appear to have lost effectiveness over time.

Is any of this plausible? I think the basic concept - that people can get “infected” with a psychiatric illness meme and develop a version of those symptoms - definitely occurs. Sometimes the memes are short-lived and dramatic, sometimes they’re so subtle and conventional that nobody realizes what happened until the history books are written.






From Third World to First: The Singapore Story: 1965-2000 by Lee Kuan Yew

You might think that low-income countries pursue economic development programs because it’s nice to have a higher standard of living. But surprisingly, this is often not enough. The existing elite class enjoys high relative status and typically has access to world-class amenities anyway. Economic development, to them, means being supplanted by a nouveau riche merchant/industrial class like in a Victorian novel, foregoing the patronage and corruption networks that enriched them, upending the traditional mores of their society, shackling themselves to the dictates and vagaries of global markets, and having to invite foreigners, perhaps the same people from the colonial era that they’ve finally gotten rid of, to come in and upstage them with their superior technical know-how. Why upset the apple cart like that?

A common catalyst for reform is a national security wake-up call. The leadership class is forced to recognize the need to industrialize or else fare poorly in the next war and be swept away. This is famously the case of Japan during the Meiji Restoration. Israel, Taiwan, and South Korea followed similar playbooks in the 20th century. Many European states got started down this development path at different times.

An extreme example of this type of adapt-or-die development story is that of Singapore, which moved into the ranks of the fully developed nations in just a generation and became famous as one of the Four Asian Tigers. Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s founding father and long-serving Prime Minister, lays out the story of the country’s transformation in From Third World to First: The Singapore Story: 1965-2000, his memoir/hyper-pragmatic policymaking bodice ripper. For a book that’s nominally about boring policy particulars and dry diplomatic meetings, you’re hooked with the magnitude of what’s at stake right from the start.

Lee sets the stage. It’s 1965, and Singapore has just been expelled from Malaysia. The small island city-state was struggling with race riots at home and military threats from hostile neighboring states abroad, with no natural resources or hinterland to provide a foundation for the economy and no great power to turn to for protection. They would have to make the best of their situation.

Malaysia itself had been cobbled together two years previously out of several newly independent British colonies in the area. Disagreements between the Singaporean government and the Malaysian central government quickly created bad blood, and race relations between ethnic Malays and Chinese in Singapore broke down, culminating in race riots in 1964. The Malaysian parliament voted to expel Singapore from the federation to prevent further violence. Lee, at 42, now found himself at the helm of an independent Singapore.

Lee had studied law in England and then gotten his start practicing in Singapore before branching out into representing labor groups. Getting involved in politics, he and some associates formed the People’s Action Party (PAP) in 1954 as a left-leaning party. The radical and moderate factions struggled for power, with the radicals being expelled in 1961. The PAP would later explicitly pivot center-right. Lee was elected PM of the now self-governing Singapore in 1959. He supported the merger with Malaysia and retained his position as PM of Singapore within Malaysia, and then continued on as leader of the new independent state after the expulsion. This earlier history is covered in a separate volume.

The fledgling nation was in a security vacuum from the start. The British, who had previously maintained a naval presence in the region and kept key bases in Singapore, were beginning to pull out. They would be gone by 1971 and in the meantime did not want to get involved in Singapore’s problems. The Americans were too distracted by Vietnam and too distrusted in the broader Third World for Singapore to invite them to step in. China was also viewed with suspicion in Southeast Asia. Singapore was rightly concerned about attempts to pull them into the communist orbit, and in any case China was distracted by massive internal unrest at the time. No great power was stepping up to keep a lid on the region.

Meanwhile, affairs with Singapore’s immediate neighbors got off to a rocky start. Relations with Indonesia became confrontational in 1968 when Singapore hanged two Indonesian saboteurs over the protest of the Indonesian government. The commandos had killed three Singaporean civilians in an explosion in 1965 as part of an undeclared war between Malaysia and Indonesia. After the execution, the Indonesian military conducted threatening exercises close by and threatened invasion.

Malaysia also maintained an uneasy stance toward the new nation: “Many Malay leaders in [Kuala Lumpur] believed that Singapore should never have been allowed to leave Malaysia, but should have been clobbered into submission.” Lee feared that extremist Malay Ultras in Kuala Lumpur could spark a coup. The Malaysian government also occasionally threatened to cut off Singapore’s water supply.

To ward off these existential threats to its security, Singapore would need to smooth relations between ethnic groups at home, build out a modern economy from scratch, and use that economic strength to support a capable modern military, all while hopefully keeping diplomatic spats from boiling over into hot war.

The Military

In building a military, Lee first had to contend with the fact that the two infantry regiments on the island were under Malaysian command and largely composed of Malaysians. Their presence served as an intimidation tactic, and Lee feared they could mount a coup at Malaysia’s instigation. Despite being a thorn in Lee’s side, eventually one was deployed to serve in the conflict with Indonesia, and the other withdrew on its own in 1967.

Meanwhile, Finance Minister Goh Keng Swee took on an impromptu role as Minister for the Interior and Defence and set about building an independent defense force. His team did their best to fly under the radar so as not to tip off factions in the Malaysian government that they were cutting off Malaysia’s ability to reverse the separation. Secretly assisted by Israeli officers disguised as “Mexicans” (other nations had rebuffed him), Goh implemented a rapid program of mass citizen mobilization to deter invasion, using a similar strategy as Switzerland and Israel.

This effort was as much about subtly changing citizens’ attitudes as it was about military training. “We had to reorientate people’s minds to accept the need for a people’s army and overcome their traditional dislike for soldiering.” The government set up cadet corps in schools and attempted to promote “military valour” in a hitherto mercantile populace.

The mobilization was also intertwined with delicate racial considerations:


We faced another security risk from the racial composition of our army and police. Independent Singapore could not continue the old British practice of having a city three-quarters Chinese policed and guarded by Malay policemen and soldiers. The British had recruited mostly Malays born in Malaya, who traditionally had come to Singapore to enlist. Malays liked soldiering whereas the Chinese shunned it, a historical legacy of the predatory habits of soldiers during the years of rebellions and warlords in China. The question was whether the army and police would be as loyal to a government no longer British or Malay, but one the Malays perceived as Chinese. We had to find some way to induct more Chinese and Indians into the police and armed forces to reflect the population mix.



By the early 1970s, when the British were gone, Singapore was fielding a respectable defense force. In the years since, they’ve relied on economic growth to bankroll increasingly high-tech equipment and a capable officer corps.

The Economy

Just as Singapore’s security situation was a challenge, the economy was moving backwards when they became independent. British military spending on the island employed 70,000 people, directly and indirectly, and accounted for 20% of Singapore’s GDP. Meanwhile, Singapore’s role as a trade entrepôt was being undercut by Malaysia’s attempts to bypass the new nation. Indonesia had also blocked trade because of ongoing poor relations. Singapore would have to carve out a new niche and break into new markets for trade. The government made a go of converting military assets to civilian use and tried to court business investment with mixed results.

In 1968 Lee took a short sabbatical at Harvard. While there he met with many American business executives. Apparently against the advice of development economists, he and his team, including Dutch economic advisor Albert Winsemius, concluded that the path to prosperity lay with aggressively courting investment from American multinational corporations (MNCs). Lee repeatedly beat the drum that Singapore would succeed by being “cheaper and better than anyone else, or perish,” and he was not visiting Western decision-makers with a “begging bowl.” This strategy would assist with turning Singapore into a “First World oasis in a Third World region.”

The new strategy was not a passive one. Lee’s team set up an Economic Development Board to function as a one-stop shop for addressing investors’ on-site needs. He and other officials would constantly field meetings with American executives to pitch them on Singapore’s favorable business climate. The government also utilized an industrial policy patchwork of tax breaks, tariffs, and other incentives to attract foreign investment, dialing them down as Singapore became more established. In many cases the government directly founded new companies, taking care to avoid supporting inefficient, loss-making state-owned enterprises (SOEs), as often happened in other countries. By the time the first OPEC crisis hit in 1973, the economy was on firm footing. Singapore also began to establish itself as a global financial hub beginning in 1968. Finance would become an important part of its economy over time.

Lee’s team sought to bolster political and social stability by structuring government benefits in a way that gave “every citizen a stake in the country and its future.” Retirement benefits were handled through the Central Provident Fund (CPF), a mandatory savings program. Over time these accounts were liberalized to allow for participation in financial investments, including stocks. They were also used to allow people to buy out their government-built apartments, fostering a spirit of homeownership:


During the riots of the 1950s and early 1960s, people would join in the rioting, stone windshields, overturn cars, and burn them. When riots broke out in the mid-1960s, after they owned homes and property, they acted differently. I saw young men carrying their scooters parked on the roads to safety up the stairs of their HDB [Housing and Development Board] blocks. I was strengthened in my resolve to give every family solid assets which I was confident they would protect and defend, especially their home. I was not wrong.

We chose to redistribute wealth by asset enhancement, not by subsidies for consumption. Those who are not winners of top prizes in the free market will still get valuable consolation prizes for competing in the marathon of life.



Later, special CPF accounts functioned as Health Savings Account (HSA)-like vehicles for Singaporeans, who could use the funds to pay for their share of the subsidized cost of medical procedures. In this way, over time, large portions of the social safety net were self-funding at the individual level.

Race Issues

The third major issue right out of the gate was the balance between ethnic groups. Singapore was about three-quarters ethnically Chinese (speaking multiple dialects), with most of the remainder being Tamil-speaking Indians and Malay-speaking indigenous Malays. Spoken language and the language of educational instruction generated recurring controversies. Over decades the government adopted a flexible bilingual system that used English as a common working language and either Malay, Mandarin, or Tamil as “mother tongues,” depending on ethnicity. English functioned as a neutral language that wouldn’t bias the government in favor of one ethnic group, while also coming in handy as an international lingua franca. The mother tongues supported intergenerational transmission of traditional values.

This is one part of the book that felt relatively underdeveloped. In particular, the race riots in the ‘60s seem to have just petered out. It’s never outright stated whether this had to do with language policy (which received an entire chapter), improved stability in neighboring Malaysia (race riots there had precipitated the outbreak of Singapore’s 1969 race riots), or something else. Lee spends a few pages briefly summarizing a campaign to convert Malay shantytown ghettos into modern high-rises, road expansions to break up powder keg neighborhoods into smaller pockets, policies to promote racial commingling, and election reforms that promoted inclusion of minority candidates, but it was unclear what if anything was decisive in improving race relations. To my American mind this doesn’t seem like the kind of thing that could be summarized in just a few pages.

And The Rest

These were three of the big-ticket issues that Lee had to deal with in getting Singapore off the ground, but there were others to tackle as well. He had to dial back the power of unions that had inherited overly aggressive practices from the British. He also had to prevent communist factions, which had once taken over the unions and presented an organized and dangerous opposition, and which still commanded a sizable minority of support among the populace, from reemerging (more on that later). Turning around the city’s cleanliness and sanitation situation was a big project in the early years. Lee also discusses issues of governance and political process: minimizing corruption, managing the press, etc.

Much of the rest of the book beyond these issues is a play-by-play of Lee’s many diplomatic meetings over the years with foreign officials. These read almost as a history of Asia during and just after the Cold War, as Lee provides background information on his meetings. The visits to and from China over the years are particularly interesting. Chinese officials learned from Singapore and arguably based their reform model on Singapore’s: perestroika (reform) to create wealth, before glasnost (openness), as Lee would put it, using the Russian terms. There are some “Oh, honey…” moments here as Chinese leaders get their feet wet dealing with market systems:


Towards the end of the two weeks, Jiang [Zemin] had looked Ng Pock Too in the eye and said, “You have not told me everything. You must have a secret. China has cheaper land, cheaper water, cheaper power, cheaper labour. Yet you get so many investments and we don’t. What is the secret formula?” Nonplussed, Ng explained the key importance of political confidence and economic productivity. He pulled out his copy of the Business Environment Risk Index (BERI) report, and pointed out Singapore’s rating as 1A on a scale of 1A down to 3C. China was not even included in the rating.



From Third World to First defies quick summarizing. While grand strategy was important, the reader is beaten over the head with how many small decisions and initiatives had to compound over the years to drive success. If you’re into this sort of thing, I recommend reading at least Part I, which focuses on economic and domestic issues.

As a memoir, Lee’s account can’t be taken as an unbiased review of Singapore’s history (“Since I'd achieved all of my goals as President in one term, there was no need for a second. The end.”). Was the economic situation really that dire? Did mainstream development economists really advise Lee to eschew investment from multinationals? Was outright war really on the table? Are race issues being swept under the rug? But it does give us a window into the governing philosophy that motivated the country’s development. So what can we make of Singapore’s success? Unsatisfyingly for those looking for easy answers, it doesn’t seem to boil down to any one thing.

State-ish Capitalism

Most obviously, Lee explicitly embraced capitalism at a time when various flavors of socialism, or even outright communism, were in vogue across much of the Third World. A market-based system was a necessary condition for successful development.

But it is a mistake to assume that this was as simple as flipping a deregulatory switch. As we’ve already seen, Lee had to actively and relentlessly court foreign investment like a CEO pitching financial investors on his company:


Thereafter, every time I visited America, [EDB representative in New York Chan Chin Bock] would arrange for me to meet 20 to 50 executives. The usual format was drinks before lunch or dinner, conversation at the main table with the important CEOs, then a 20-minute speech followed by questions and answers. Chin Bock explained that most American CEOs had no time to visit Singapore, but they wanted to see and assess the man in charge before they set up a factory there.



Other big slices of the economic policy package are not free market maximalist. The Singaporean government holds meaningful ownership of SOEs and has a Georgist-flavored heavy hand in the real estate sector (most of the land is owned by the government, much of the housing stock was built by the government, and homes people buy out and “own” are technically held as 99-year transferrable leases). The healthcare system is also far from unregulated. Singapore, being a city-state, had to directly deal with the burden of running a rapidly evolving large city. This included the delicate task of resettling people to make way for modern infrastructure and buildings and implementing meaningful environmental improvement.

One sometimes comes across the claim that Singapore is successful because the government operates on laissez-faire economic policies. This is also the impression one gets from reading Joe Studwell’s How Asia Works. Studwell views Singapore and Hong Kong as merely “port-offshore financial centers” and doesn’t see them as useful data points in the constellation of Asian development fables, particularly since they lack agricultural hinterlands. He faults the international financial bureaucracies for pointing to Singapore and Hong Kong’s laissez-faire policies as examples for more normal countries to follow. But the overall model we take away from Lee’s account is not laissez-faire, but rather a sort of state capitalist model, again almost like a much more successful version of post-Deng China. Maybe Studwell means free trade, but Singapore also used industrial policy in the early years.

Singapore’s policy suite just does not map well onto Western left vs. right categories. Some things code right, like anti-communism and a tough-on-crime mentality. Others code left, like SOEs and policies promoting racial commingling. The healthcare system combines cost sharing, HSA-like accounts, and deliberate competition between public and private providers, and a sliding scale of hospital cost vs. quality, with publicly owned hospitals and regulated, subsidized treatment prices. The state promotes Singaporean nationalism over ethnic chauvinism, but racial categories appear to be hard-coded into the law. Lee supported a social safety net to sand the rough edges of the free market, but did so through compulsory saving vehicles when possible. In the US this resembles Social Security privatization, a priority of the George W. Bush administration. Lee was mindful of avoiding a welfare mentality as seen in the West. He did not pull his punches when discussing this issue:


There will always be the irresponsible or the incapable, some 5 per cent of our population. They will run through any asset, whether a house or shares. We try hard to make them as independent as possible and not end up in welfare homes. More important, we try to rescue their children from repeating the feckless ways of their parents. We have arranged help but in such a way that only those who have no other choice will seek it. This is the opposite of attitudes in the West, where liberals actively encourage people to demand their entitlements with no sense of shame, causing an explosion of welfare costs.



Further complicating our efforts to pin down Singapore’s success is the fact that many of its successful policies superficially resemble ones adopted by the US with more mixed results. For example:


	Promoting home ownership to create an ownership society

	Public housing

	Promotion of racial intermingling

	Policies to improve minority educational outcomes

	Compulsory savings vehicles (similar to 401ks, IRAs, HSAs, etc. in the US)

	Encouraging healthy habits

	Urban renewal/resettlement

	Traffic congestion pricing



To put it lightly, the US implementation of these kinds of policies is considered at a minimum disappointing, which suggests that Singapore has a special sauce in terms of policy implementation.

Pragmatism

A sense of calm, patient pragmatism cuts through seemingly every sentence in this book. Lee never appears to let overweening pride, ego, or wishful thinking get in the way of good decision-making. Nor does he cling to ideological commitments. Like many leaders of newly independent colonies, Lee and the other PAP founders began as anti-colonialist socialists, and they were in an unsustainable alliance with a communist faction to boot. Lee himself had gotten his start representing labor groups. With Singapore independent, he had to pivot in several of these areas. He switched to capitalism, implored the British to maintain a military presence for as long as possible, linked up economically with the First World, and reined in aggressive unions. How are leaders in most newly independent countries supposed to pull off a 180 like that?

Lee occasionally remarks about the need to “make a living,” such as when discussing the necessity of keeping English language proficiency, as if Singapore were best modeled as a strait-laced household writ large. The members of such a household might seek to learn English (check), get a job in some high-tech industry at a big international company (foreign investment), save (CPF), and invest (sovereign wealth funds, SOEs), and wouldn’t entertain delusions about being the big man on the block. Large nations, meanwhile, are governed by the funhouse mirror rules of macroeconomics and constantly swept up in aspirations of regional or global power. “All Chinese know the saying: big fish eat small fish, small fish eat shrimp. Singapore was a shrimp.” Tyler Cowen compares Singapore to a start-up, in which Lee “embodied many features of the founder-chief executive: setting the vision and ethos, assuming responsibility for other personnel, influencing the early product lines in manufacturing and serving as a chairman-of-the-board figure in his later years.”

Lee recalls an early incident when he might have damaged Singapore’s business reputation to score points indulging in postcolonial resentment:


I remember [Winsemius’s] first report to me in 1961 when he laid two preconditions for Singapore’s success: first, to eliminate the communists who made any economic progress impossible; second, not to remove the statue of Stamford Raffles...To keep Raffles’ statue was easy. My colleagues and I had no desire to rewrite the past and perpetuate ourselves by renaming streets or buildings or putting our faces on postage stamps or currency notes. Winsemius said we would need large-scale technical, managerial, entrepreneurial and marketing knowhow from America and Europe. Investors wanted to see what a new socialist government in Singapore was going to do to the statue of Raffles. Letting it remain would be a symbol of public acceptance of the British heritage and could have a positive effect. I had not looked at it that way, but was quite happy to leave this monument because he was the founder of modern Singapore. If Raffles had not come here in 1819 to establish a trading post, my great-grandfather would not have migrated to Singapore from Dapu county in Guangdong province, southeast China. The British created an emporium that offered him, and many thousands like him, the opportunity to make a better living than in their homeland which was going through turmoil and chaos as the Qing dynasty declined and disintegrated.



He also points to times when basic blocking and tackling made a big difference:


Visiting CEOs used to call on me before making investment decisions. I thought the best way to convince them was to ensure that the roads from the airport to their hotel and to my office were neat and spruce, lined with shrubs and trees. When they drove into the Istana domain, they would see right in the heart of the city a green oasis, 90 acres of immaculate rolling lawns and woodland, and nestling between them a nine-hole golf course. Without a word being said, they would know that Singaporeans were competent, disciplined and reliable, a people who would learn the skills they required soon enough.



Other examples abound. Public servants in Singapore are compensated competitively against the private sector. High headline compensation might be scandalous in other countries but incentivizes quality candidates to enter government. During the 1973 oil crisis, Lee made sure to signal to the oil companies that the government would not seize or block the oil held in Singapore refineries. This kind of repeated game thinking created a foundation for further expansion of the refining and petrochemical industry in Singapore. The country’s later success as a financial hub would have also depended on this sense of confidence. While adherence to the rule of law like this is considered standard in the developed world, it’s often difficult for developing country governments to keep the golden handcuffs on.

More dramatically, Lee recalls the incident, mentioned earlier, when Indonesian saboteurs had killed three civilians and were due for execution despite pleas for clemency from the Indonesian government:


The cabinet had met earlier to decide what advice to give the president. We had already released 43 Indonesians detained for offences committed during Confrontation. In response to Indonesian pleas we had also released two Indonesians convicted and sentenced to death for carrying a time bomb in Singapore. But these persons had been arrested before they could do harm, unlike the other case, where three civilians had been killed. We were small and weak. If we yielded, then the rule of law not only within Singapore but between our neighbours and Singapore would become meaningless as we would always be open to pressure. If we were afraid to enforce the law while British forces were still in Singapore, even though they had announced that they would be withdrawing by 1971, then our neighbours, whether Indonesia or Malaysia, could walk over us with impunity after 1971. So we decided not to abort the due process of law by acceding to the petition. The two men were hanged on 17 October.



Lee is admittedly recalling this episode decades later, but he frames this decision in terms of trade-offs and credibility rather than a hot-blooded desire for vengeance.

The government undertook a number of social engineering initiatives over the years, including an anti-spitting campaign, “an antilong hair campaign in 1971 as we did not want our young to adopt the hippie look,” initiatives to get people to support conscription and even to be polite and hardworking, a Social Development Unit to get educated singles to date (imagine going on a singles cruise sponsored by Bill de Blasio) after previously promoting a “Stop at Two” family planning campaign, resettling people into modern housing, teaching schoolchildren to care for newly installed trees, banning ads for cigarettes, and famously banning the sale of chewing gum (apparently this was a real problem where used gum was blocking machinery sensors and damaging cleaning equipment). Some of these come across as overly aggressive to me, but in small doses they resemble a number of similar initiatives in other developed countries. In Lee’s telling, these campaigns were necessary; people were stuck in Third World habits that needed to change:


We would have been a grosser, ruder, cruder society had we not made these efforts to persuade our people to change their ways. We did not measure up as a cultivated, civilised society and were not ashamed to set about trying to become one in the shortest time possible.



Political Correctness

For readers of a certain bent, Lee tickles his audience with an apparent lack of consideration for political correctness. The book itself has a foreword by Henry Kissinger, after all.

When recalling his time at Harvard, Lee had some fish-out-of-water moments:


They were too politically correct. Harvard was determinedly liberal. No scholar was prepared to say or admit that there were any inherent differences between races or cultures or religions. They held that human beings were equal and a society only needed correct economic policies and institutions of government to succeed. They were so bright I found it difficult to believe that they sincerely held these views they felt compelled to espouse.



Later, in the ‘80s, he got himself into hot water weighing in on fertility and education levels:


On the night of 14 August 1983, I dropped a bombshell in my annual National Day Rally address. Live on both our television channels, with maximum viewership, I said it was stupid for our graduate men to choose less-educated and less-intelligent wives if they wanted their children to do as well as they had done. The press named it the “Great Marriage Debate”. As I had expected, the speech stirred a hornet’s nest. My wife Choo had warned me there were many more women with only O levels than women with university degrees. It caused a drop of 12 percentage points in votes for the PAP in the election the following year, more than I had anticipated.



This problem, where increasingly educated and high-earning women expecting to marry higher-achieving men have “priced themselves out” of the marriage market, occasionally comes up in US media. It is paired with the observation that men are lesser-achieving than in decades past. In Singapore’s case, Lee explicitly brought it up based on Idiocracy-esque dysgenic concerns that “our brightest women were not marrying and would not be represented in the next generation.” He even dropped the nature vs. nurture twin adoption studies bomb to back up his point. The absolute madman!


This lopsided marriage and procreation pattern could not be allowed to remain unmentioned and unchecked. I decided to shock the young men out of their stupid, old-fashioned and damaging prejudices. I quoted studies of identical twins done in Minnesota in the 1980s which showed that these twins were similar in so many respects. Although they had been brought up separately and in different countries, about 80 per cent of their vocabulary, IQ, habits, likes and dislikes in food and friends, and other character and personality traits were identical. In other words, nearly 80 per cent of a person’s makeup was from nature, and about 20 per cent the result of nurture.



Lee proposed a policy that would have explicitly incentivized highly educated women to have an additional child, but they did not adopt the policy in the end. My understanding is that low fertility remains a serious issue for Singapore.

Other examples of casual disregard for political correctness are littered throughout the book. Lee expresses his support for US involvement in Vietnam, defends the practice of caning, and rejects the view that “a criminal is a victim of society.” You may think I’m overreaching on the political correctness angle, but in the epilogue Lee cites it as a key ingredient in Singapore’s success:


I learnt to ignore criticism and advice from experts and quasiexperts, especially academics in the social and political sciences. They have pet theories on how a society should develop to approximate their ideal, especially how poverty should be reduced and welfare extended. I always tried to be correct, not politically correct.



Authoritarian Goldilocks?

Lee was, and the PAP still is, accused of authoritarian tendencies in Western media. This charge is not entirely groundless. In Singapore, elections are genuinely fair, but the architecture of political participation is limited, and the PAP has continuously been in power since independence. This is one aspect of Lee’s account that really needs to be paired with a more critical treatment for balance. The treatment of J.B. Jeyaretnam seems bad (Lee defends it). The anti-communist crackdowns involved detention without trial, which Lee again claims was necessary. Another PAP criticism is that the party gives priority for infrastructure improvements to constituencies that vote more strongly for the PAP, a practice which Lee compares to pork barrel spending in the West. Protest rights are also heavily restricted.

To his credit, Lee doesn’t beat around the bush discussing these issues. He is explicit in his belief, for example, that the press should not be fully free in the American and British sense. In Lee’s account of the matter, except for an outright ban on communist publications, press restrictions are based more on guardrails and nudges toward reasonableness than firm diktat. For example he describes a law introduced in 1977 which prohibited any person from owning more than 3% of a newspaper in order to prevent one wealthy person from having undue influence on the voters. A local minister was further empowered to grant special “management shares,” which went to four major local banks. These shareholders would naturally promote stability, growth, and political neutrality (once again we have a policy that feels like a Frankenstein’s monster of left and right). More forcefully, the government reduced circulation of foreign newspapers which refuse to print unedited responses to allegedly false claims in articles. The government also enforces less dramatic forms of censorship on things such as public performances. Did you know that Zoolander was also originally banned in Singapore?

Lee also discusses and defends various defamation cases that he brought against political opponents. My understanding here is that Singaporean defamation law is similar to English defamation law in being plaintiff-friendly, and additionally does not include a carve-out for public figures. Consequently, public figures can and do sue each other and media outlets for making allegedly false or unproven statements. In Lee’s telling, the Singaporean system allows the truth to put its pants on and eventually catch up with a lie. In another interpretation, the PAP is using defamation suits to bankrupt critics and the would-be opposition.

Lee defends this legal setup by taking a more expansive view of freedom. As he describes it in a 1994 interview with Foreign Affairs:


I stressed that freedom could only exist in an orderly state, not when there was continuous contention or anarchy. In Eastern societies the main objective was to have a well-ordered society so that everyone could enjoy his freedom to the maximum. Parts of contemporary American society were totally unacceptable to Asians because they represented a breakdown of civil society with guns, drugs, violent crime, vagrancy and vulgar public behaviour. America should not foist its system indiscriminately on other societies where it would not work.



Despite this harsh-sounding rhetoric, he also expected at the time of writing that things would likely loosen up in Singapore after his tenure.


Will the political system that my colleagues and I developed work more or less unchanged for another generation? I doubt it. Technology and globalisation are changing the way people work and live. Singaporeans will have new work styles and lifestyles. As an international hub of a knowledge-based economy in the information technology age, we will be ever more exposed to external influences.

…

In material terms, we have left behind our Third World problems of poverty. However, it will take another generation before our arts, culture and social standards can match the First World infrastructure we have installed.



It’s possible that this rigidity was necessary in the early decades to keep Singapore on the path to First World status, but I’m not taking those claims at face value. Some criticisms of the country come across to me as grasping dysphemisms (Singapore is “antiseptically clean,” etc.), but the reader is also tempted to let legitimate problems slide simply because the Singapore is so successful and Lee is so charming in his delivery. Ultimately, the controversy around soft authoritarianism, if anything, just deepens the mystery of the country’s success. If Singapore is softly authoritarian, it’s overwhelmingly the most successful example of such a state, and its high quality of governance has not fallen into disrepair even today. Meanwhile, the PAP enjoys continued popular support.

What Can we Say?

Nowadays it is conventional to search for “upstream,” structural, or endogenous explanations for a country’s development, or lack thereof. In Singapore’s case, the island nation certainly had a national security incentive to make lemonade out of lemons. It also fit the geographic mold of an ocean-accessible land with no resources that must turn to trade and value-add industry to make a living. Being favorably situated by the Straits of Malacca was helpful for getting started as a transshipment hub. Lee himself points to the population’s immigrant appetite for improvement and its Confucian values as important ingredients, suggesting that a cultural determinist explanation could be in play. But parsing Lee’s accounts, it also seems that chance just broke in its favor, that Singapore was simply #blessed with having consistently competent, pragmatic, and honest leadership right out of the gate when it might just as easily have had incompetent corrupt fools. Lee comes across as a sort of Napoleon of policy in these pages.


My experience of developments in Asia has led me to conclude that we need good people to have good government. However good the system of government, bad leaders will bring harm to their people. On the other hand, I have seen several societies well-governed in spite of poor systems of government, because good, strong leaders were in charge.



From Third World to First is fun on its own as a real-life pragmatism fantasy, even if it needs to be approached skeptically. It’s also useful for readers looking to branch out into How Asia Works-style case studies. As for Singapore, parts of the model look attractive, but implementation is key, and they can’t just be pulled off the shelf without the right leadership.






Future Shock by Alvin Toffler

Millions of years ago, our ancestors emerged from the ocean and adapted to life on dry land. Alvin Toffler, a leading futurist of the late 20th century, thinks it’s time for us to turn around and head back underwater. Toffler’s book Future Shock, first published in 1970, is about what happens to people when external circumstances change too quickly and we can’t adapt fast enough to catch up; future shock, analogous to culture shock, is his term for the resulting malady. With dramatic flair, Toffler draws a comparison between the modern world and that previous era of rapid change:


“…the shrinking seas cast millions of unwilling aquatic creatures onto the newly created beaches. Deprived of their familiar environment, they died, gasping and clawing for each additional instant of eternity. Only a fortunate few, better suited to amphibian existence, survived the shock of change. Today, says sociologist Lawrence Suh, of the University of Wisconsin, “We are going through a period as traumatic as the evolution of man’s predecessors from sea creatures to land creatures… Those who can adapt will; those who can’t will either go on surviving somehow at a lower level of development or will perish – washed up on the shores.”



So how can we keep ourselves from being overwhelmed by the trauma of rapid adaptation? Well, Toffler proposes it’s time for us to go back into the ocean. Metaphorically – Toffler advocates slowing the rate of change in society and reversing it in some cases – but also literally:


“’Within fifty years,’ says Dr. F. N. Spiess, head of the Marine Physical Laboratory of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, ‘man will move onto and into the sea – occupying it and exploiting it as an integral part of his use of this planet for recreation, minerals, food… and, as populations grow, for actual living space.’”



Welcome to Future Shock. This book is full of extreme visions of the near future – if we’re not living underwater, we’ll probably be in a space colony regulating the weather with giant mirrors, or maybe just on land in a commune with our genetically-engineered cyborg brothers and sisters. But for all its far-fetched scenarios, I found this book realistic and insightful in its discussion of the psychological impact that rapid change can have, and the strategies we might use to mitigate that impact.

The thesis of Future Shock is that a lot of things in the world are changing faster than they ever have before, and that’s going to be hard for people to deal with. Toffler waits until about halfway through his ~500-page book to lay this argument out explicitly, but I’m going to put this up front because I think it’s really more of an introduction to the structure of the book:


“The Super-Industrial Revolution will liberate men from many of the barbarisms that grew out of the restrictive, relatively choiceless family patterns of the past and present. It will offer to each a degree of freedom hitherto unknown. But it will exact a steep price for that freedom.

As we hurtle into tomorrow, millions of ordinary men and women will face emotion-packed options so unfamiliar, so untested, that past experience will offer little clue to wisdom. In their family ties, as in all other aspects of their lives, they will be compelled to cope not merely with transience, but with the added problem of novelty as well.”

“In such an environment, fast-changing and unfamiliar, we shall be forced, as we wend our way through life, to make our personal choices from a diverse array of options. … it is the final convergence of these three factors – transience, novelty, and diversity – that sets the stage for the historic crisis of adaptation that is the subject of this book: future shock.”



Toffler is pro-technology, both for its power to improve quality of life and for the new personal freedoms it opens up. However, he also foresees the super-industrial revolution introducing many new psychological stressors. He breaks these down into three major categories: transience, novelty, and diversity. After discussing each, he pulls them together to explain how they lead to the physical condition of future shock. Finally, he discusses a number of strategies that humanity can employ in order to cope and lessen the impact of future shock.

I. The past and future: transience and novelty

The basis for Toffler’s argument is that today (in 1970), things are changing fast. And it’s not just that things are changing – the rate of change is also increasing, leading to exponential development in many areas. To illustrate this, he takes us from the beginning of human history to the present and hammers his point home with eight hundred specific examples of rapid change. A few of the most striking:


“In 1850 only four cities on the face of the earth had a population of 1,000,000 or more. By 1900 the number had increased to nineteen. But by 1960 there were 141, and today world urban population is rocketing upward at a rate of 6.5 percent per year.”

“[quoting atomic scientist Dr. Homi Bhabha – Q is the energy equivalent of burning 33,000 million tons of coal] ‘In the eighteen and one half centuries after Christ, the total energy consumed averaged less than one half Q per century. But by 1850, the rate had risen to one Q per century. Today, the rate is about ten Q per century.’ This means, roughly speaking, that half of all the energy consumed by man in the past 2,000 years has been consumed in the last one hundred.”

“In 6000 B.C. the fastest transportation available to man over long distances was the camel caravan, averaging eight miles per hour. It was not until about 1600 B.C. when the chariot was invented that the maximum speed was raised to roughly twenty miles per hour. … nearly 3,500 years later, when the first mail coach began operating in England in 1784, it averaged a mere ten mph. The first steam locomotive, introduced in 1825, could muster a top speed of only thirteen mph… it was probably not until the 1880’s that man, with the help of a more advanced steam locomotive, managed to reach a speed of 100 mph. It took the human race millions of years to attain that record.

It took only fifty-eight years, however, to quadruple the limit, so that by 1938 airborne man was cracking the 400-mph line. …And by the 1960s rocket planes approached speeds of 4000 mph, and men in space capsules were circling the earth at 18,000 mph.”



The same pattern applies to the rate at which new books are published, new elements are added to the periodic table, and new English words are coined; everything is not only changing fast, but changing faster and faster.

After covering the past, Toffler talks about the present, where rapid change is causing people to experience unprecedented amounts of transience. Toffler is very thorough, and again he supports this point by presenting eight hundred specific examples. These are broken down into five categories: things, places, relationships, ideas, and organizations. Regarding things – many objects that used to be semi-permanent are now disposable or recyclable, from clothes to toys to furniture. Where our grandparents might have hung onto a treasured fountain pen for years, we get a new ballpoint every couple of weeks. Places: people move around a lot more than they used to, leaving their hometowns behind for school, for work, or just for fun. All that movement causes more transience in relationships, as in each new city people start over to some extent with new neighbors, friends, and coworkers. Transience in ideas means that we’re bombarded with new information all the time, since fads, slang, popular art, and cultural opinion evolve faster than they used to. Finally, organizations – modern businesses restructure more often since traditional bureaucracy is too clunky to keep up with today’s fast-changing goals. All these categories are intertwined and build on each other: more restructuring at work means less permanence in relationships with coworkers; more geographical relocation means you’re probably not hanging onto your parents’ solid oak dining table.

Though this part of the book sometimes reads like a laundry list of every possible source of change and impermanence in the modern world, I thought it was effective in painting a vivid picture of the present and how it differs from every other era in human history.

Next up is the future, which is necessarily a little more speculative. Toffler’s vision of tomorrow cites studies and quotes from experts in various fields, but is also based just as much on his own imagination and intuition. It’s interesting to read these predictions fifty years after Toffler wrote them; some are pretty far off, but surprisingly, others aren’t.

First, his wrong predictions, which fall into a couple of categories. One category is based on the increasing transience he discussed in the last chapter, extended linearly into a future where everything is mega-transient. For example, building on a 70’s fad of “paper dresses”, Toffler predicts that soon, all clothes will be made of paper: single-use and disposable. In fact, permanent possessions won’t really be a thing at all. Everything that’s not disposable will be rented rather than owned: cars, furniture, even houseplants. Future architecture will be disposable too: all buildings will be modular, able to be reconfigured or moved to new locations as needed. These things didn’t happen, or not to the degree Toffler predicted, but you can see how he got here.

Then there’s a second, more bizarre set of wrong predictions. This is where we get into the discussion of humans moving into the ocean – and lest you find that idea a little far-fetched:


“…it is sobering to note that Dr. Walter L. Robb, a scientist at General Electric, has already kept a hamster alive under water by enclosing it in a box that is, in effect, an artificial gill – a synthetic membrane that extracts air from the surrounding water while keeping the water out. … Without the gill, the animal would have suffocated. With it, it was able to breathe underwater.”



Ok - I didn’t find the idea of an underwater hamster as sobering as Toffler did. But to him, it’s a basis for the prediction that humanity will soon “conquer the underwater frontier”. A lot of his weirder predictions read this way: a tidbit of real technology or a quote from an expert in a certain field, elaborated by Toffler into sweeping predictions about drastic societal changes. For example, he cites an expert saying that improved weather observation and forecasting will  be possible all over the world by the mid-70s, and then uses this to predict that weather control is also probably right around the corner. He’s fuzzy on the details of how this will happen – maybe giant mirrors in space? – but confident that the technology is “lurking in the beyond-knowledge of today”. He cites Dr. E. S. E. Hafez, “an internationally respected biologist”, commenting that within ten to fifteen years it will be possible to implant an embryo in a woman’s uterus, and uses that as a jumping-off point for a speculative discussion of genetic manipulation and artificially engineered babies. There’s not a lot of evidence here and Toffler lets his imagination run away with him a bit:


“We shall also be able to breed babies with super-normal vision or hearing, supernormal ability to detect changes in odor, or supernormal muscular or musical skills. We will be able to create sexual super-athletes, girls with super-mammaries (and perhaps more or less than the standard two).”



Exciting as this may be, there’s more to genetic engineering than super-boobs, and Toffler does touch on scarier possibilities – for example, that the US could get caught up in a “genetic equivalent of the arms race” with the Soviet Union, using genetic engineering to “increase [the] output of geniuses and gifted individuals”. Also, he acknowledges that this technology would raise some moral quandaries:


“Should we strive for a world in which all people share the same skin color? If we want that, we shall no doubt have the technical means for bringing it about. Or should we, instead, work toward even greater diversity than now exists? What happens to the entire concept of race? To standards of physical beauty? To notions of superiority and inferiority?”



It’s not surprising that Toffler got some things about the future wrong. What’s more surprising is what he gets right. His better predictions tended to deal less with specific science and technology and more with intuitions about how transience and technology might impact feelings and behavior. Some of the things that jumped out at me:


·        Toffler quotes political scientist Daniel Elazar in saying that the people of the future will be “urban without being permanently attached to any particular city”

·        The social activity of the future will revolve around “search behavior – a relentless process of social discovery in which one seeks out new friends to replace those who are either no longer present or no longer share the same interests”

·        In the corporate world, there will be a “shift from vertical and hierarchical arrangements to… new, more lateral, communication patterns”. Also, “advanced technology and information systems [will] make it possible for much of the work of society to be done at home via computer-telecommunication hookups”

·        Marriage will be delayed, or people will tend toward a series of committed relationships (Toffler calls these “micro-marriages) instead of one lifelong marriage, and more people will delay childbirth or remain childless

·        In reference to media and advertising, “the waves of coded information turn into violent breakers and come at a faster and faster clip, pounding us, seeking entry, as it were, to our nervous system”



Trying to make friends in a new city after all your college friends ended up in different parts of the country, working remotely for a software company that has a “corporate lattice” and a co-working space with a ping-pong table, living with your significant other while remaining ambivalent about marriage, trying to head off the violent breakers of Euphoria ads and Will Smith memes seeking entry to your nervous system – sounds about right to me.

II. Diversity: how to know what to do

After transience and novelty, diversity is Toffler’s third supporting pillar for future shock. The main thrust of this chapter is that, while you might think technology would lead to standardization and conformity, it’s actually going to make everything more diverse. Toffler discusses two main reasons why things are going to get less standardized.

First, more advanced technology means it’s easier to produce more different kinds of products:


“’The rigid uniformity and long runs of identical products which characterize our traditional mass production plants are becoming less important’ reports industrial engineer Boris Yavitz. ‘Numerically controlled machines can readily shift from one product model or size to another by a simple change of programs… Short product runs become economically feasible.’ According to Professor Van Court Hare, Jr., of the Columbia University Graduate School of Business, ‘Automated equipment… permits the production of a wide variety of products in short runs at almost ‘mass production’ costs.’”



In other words, introducing variations into assembly-line production costs less than it used to. One example of this: Phillip Morris, which offered only one brand of cigarettes until 1954, but then “introduced six new brands and so many options with respect to size, filter, and menthol that the smoker now has a choice among sixteen different variations.” A lot of industries are following a similar pattern: cars, soft drinks, cleaning products, frozen meals, pet food, etc.

But are these examples actually indicative of an increase in any meaningful kind of diversity? Phillip Morris might offer sixteen types of cigarettes, but they’re all Phillip Morris cigarettes. Today, I think this looks like the Coke campaign where every bottle has a different name on it; a thin veneer of “uniqueness” employed as a marketing technique by a massive multinational corporation. You don’t have to dig deep to see there’s more conformity than diversity here.

There’s another reason, though, why Toffler thinks things are going to get less standardized in the super-industrial era: individuals will have greater freedom to choose their own life paths. Whereas in pre-industrial societies, the individual was expected to conform:


“The reason for the crushing conformity required of pre-industrial man… is precisely that he has nowhere else to go. His society is monolithic, not yet broken into a liberating multiplicity of components. It is what sociologists call ‘undifferentiated’.

Like a bullet smashing into a pane of glass, industrialism shatters these societies, splitting them up into thousands of specialized agencies – schools, corporations, government bureaus, churches, armies – each subdivided into smaller and still more specialized sub-units. The same fragmentation occurs at the informal level, and a host of subcults spring up: rodeo riders, Black Muslims, motorcyclists, skinheads and all the rest.”



Expectations won’t be as rigid in the super-industrial era. A hundred years ago, a young man might have been expected to take over the family business, marry and start a family nearby, and be present to take care of his parents as they grew older. Today, he might have more freedom to pursue a career as a doctor or a data scientist, an artist or a van-life influencer, living in New York or California or anywhere in between. Toffler mostly sees this as a positive thing, “liberating” individuals from the burden of “crushing conformity”.

However, this drastic diversification of society comes with some challenges, mostly that it takes time and energy to decide what to do, whether you’re choosing a career or a brand of toothpaste. Total freedom is exhausting:


“To survive, the individual must… search out totally new ways to anchor himself, for all the old roots – religion, nation, community, family, or profession – are now shaking under the hurricane impact of the accelerative thrust.”



Toffler proposes that individuals will anchor themselves by associating with specific “subcults”; the initial decision about which subcult to join will give the person a “life style model” that will help simplify all their other decisions. For example, if I identify as part of the “surfer” subcult, that guides my decisions about how to dress, what products to buy, where to live, how to wear my hair, etc.

One caveat – freedom of choice means people can choose to change their minds, so they might choose to change subcults sometimes, shifting their identity in the process. This is a dangerous possibility, since the person’s life style rests on their identification with the subcult; when it changes, how do they know exactly who they are or what they’re supposed to be doing? But Toffler sees this as a problem you can solve if you put in the work. In fact, with typical optimism, he casts it as an opportunity for transcendent self-actualization:


“For the individual who comes equipped with [self-mastery and high intelligence], and who makes the necessary effort to understand the fast-emerging super-industrial social structure, for the person who finds the ‘right’ life pace, the ‘right’ sequence of subcults to join and life style models to emulate, the triumph is exquisite.”



III: Future shock and how to avoid it

This brings us to the crux of the book, where Toffler explains what exactly will happen to us when we enter a state of future shock. The primary basis for this discussion is a study that correlates participants’ health with a “life change score”. Dr. Thomas H. Holmes and Richard Rahe, researchers at the University of Washington School of Medicine, created a metric called the Life-Change Units Scale to quantify how much change a person is experiencing. The Life-Change Units Scale consists of a list of possible life changes, ranging from taking a vacation to going through a divorce; each life change is weighted by the impact it’s likely to have on a person’s life. Then they carried out their experiment, with dramatic results. In Toffler’s words:


“Holmes, Rahe, and other researchers compiled the “life change scores” of literally thousands of individuals and began the laborious task of comparing these with the medical histories of these same individuals. Never before had there been a way to correlate change and health. Never before had there been such detailed data on patterns of change in individual lives. And seldom were the results of an experiment less ambiguous. In the United States and Japan, among servicemen and civilians, among pregnant women and the families of leukemia victims, among college athletes and retirees, the same striking pattern was present: those with high life change scores were more likely than their fellows to be ill in the following year. For the first time, it was possible to show in dramatic form that the rate of change in a person’s life – his pace of life – is closely tied to the state of his health.”



The rest of the evidence in this section comes from the same life-change score study being carried out on different groups: the study is repeated in France, in Belgium, in the Netherlands, and on a group of sailors and naval officers during a voyage at sea. “In every case”, says Toffler, “the correlation between life change and illness has held”.

What explains the correlation? Toffler proposes a mechanism to help explain how life changes might lead to illness. When animals are exposed to unfamiliar stimuli, it triggers a reaction called the “orientation response” (OR) that kicks a lot of systems in the body into higher gear – increased blood flow, heart rate, pupil dilation, etc. The OR isn’t reserved for especially stressful situations; it happens hundreds of times every day. However, exposure to an unusual number of novel situations causes the OR to activate even more than the normal amount, which triggers the more dramatic “adaptive reaction” – similar to the OR, but it lasts longer and involves hormones rather than just the nervous system. Basically, this is stress, and stress has all kinds of downstream effects on the body.

So the future is going to stress us out – what do we do? Before getting into solutions, Toffler gives us a disclaimer that he’s just riffing about what might work: “Moving swiftly into uncharted social territory, we have no time-tried techniques, no blueprints. We must, therefore, experiment with a wide range of change-regulating measures, inventing and discarding them as we go along.” In other words, he’s going to throw some things at the wall and see what sticks.

His ideas break down into three categories: social, educational, and political. The social strategies are focused on softening the stress caused by transience, and are mostly things that already exist: talk therapy, crisis counselors, halfway houses to help with life transitions. Toffler also suggests monitoring your own stress level and knowing when to give yourself a break, making sure to build some stability into your own life, and incorporating ritual (holidays, anniversaries etc.) to maintain a sense of structure. Agreed; these are all good and healthy things to do.

A lot of his education strategies feel common-sense as well. We don’t know exactly what the future will be like, but we know kids will probably have to adapt to a lot of changes in their lifetime, so we should make sure to ground them not just in factual knowledge but in adaptive skills like how to learn, how to form new friendships, and how to think ahead and set goals. Oh, and we should probably get them ready to live underwater too:


“Even now we should be training cadres of young people for life in submarine communities. Part of the next generation may well find itself living under the oceans. We should be taking groups of students out in submarines, teaching them to dive, introducing them to underwater housing materials, power requirements, the perils and promises involved in a human invasion of the oceans."



But also we should teach them what it might be like to live in space, or in communities with different types of family structures. At a high level, kids should be taught some essential skills that will help them adapt to change throughout their lives, and should also be introduced to a range of different situations so they’re used to dealing with novelty. This also sounds like a good plan.

The political strategy is where Toffler places the most emphasis, because politics is where we have the opportunity not just to cope with change, but to potentially decrease the amount of change. Right now, the super-industrial revolution is a runaway train; our technology is advancing by leaps and bounds, but without a clear agenda. Or rather, the agenda is usually “econocentric”, and is often driven by short-sighted goals or a desire for personal gain. This means that the technology we end up with doesn’t necessarily end up improving society; we develop new products and technologies that increase the amount of transience people have to deal with, without considering whether those technologies are worth the cost of the psychic strain of rapid change.

Toffler proposes “social futurism” as an alternative to the econocentric agenda. Instead of being steered by economic considerations, new technology should be driven by social goals. This would involve an overseer or governing body that would determine whether a given product or piece of technology would have a positive social impact. The evaluation of social impact could take place after the fact:


“One step in the right direction would be to create a technological ombudsman – a public agency charged with receiving, investigating, and acting on complaints having to do with the irresponsible application of technology.”



But on the other hand, “simply investigating and apportioning responsibility… is hardly sufficient.” Really effective social futurism would also involve an authority that could evaluate proposed technologies before they’re released to the public and figure out whether they’re going to be helpful or harmful. Toffler acknowledges the difficulty of figuring out if a technology is going to be a social “good” or not; in contrast to established “economic indicators” that help us evaluate the health of the economy:


“We have no such measure, no set of comparable “social indicators” to tell us whether the society, as distinct from the economy, is also healthy. We have no measures of the “quality of life”. We have no systematic indices to tell us whether men are more or less alienated from one another; whether education is more effective; whether art, music, and literature are flourishing; whether civility, generosity or kindness are increasing.”



Well, we do have some measures of the quality of life (did they not measure that in the 70s?), but it’s true that it’s not easy to figure out whether any given technological innovation is going to be “good” for “society”. But Toffler asserts that we have no choice but to try. He proposes some metrics we might be able to use, mostly involving rates of change – maybe a “transience index” to measure the amount of turnover people are experiencing, or “indices of novelty… how many of the articles in the home of the average working-class family are actually ‘new’ in function or appearance; how many are traditional?” Then once we establish a set of metrics, we can use them to effect policy via a governing body:


“To connect the super-industrial social intelligence system with the decisional centers of society, we must institutionalize a concern for the quality of life. Thus Bertram Gross and others in the social indicators movement have proposed the creation of a Council of Social Advisers to the President. Such a Council, as they see it, would be modeled after the already existing Council of Economic Advisers and would perform parallel functions in the social field. The new agency would monitor key social indicators in precisely the way the CEA keeps its eye on economic indices, and interpret changes to the President.”



Monitoring these social indices over time would help the governing body develop a sense of which technologies are socially desirable, and steer society toward those.

IV: Are we future shocked?

Are we as future shocked as Toffler thought we would be?

In a lot of ways, the answer is no. Part of this relates back to his predictions that didn’t come true – no weather control or designer baby factories, no undersea cities or genetically-engineered music prodigies. Even some of the more mundane things didn’t change as fast as Toffler thought they might; for example, in the transience section, he brings up some current hand gestures that he thinks will soon be obsolete, but even these have survived the intervening fifty years: “the hand moving across the neck to suggest a throat-slitting”, the peace sign, the middle finger. In a lot of ways, life today still looks more like life in the 70s than Toffler imagined it would; Zoom meetings aside, the life I’m living isn’t that different from my parents’ lives, and wouldn’t be unrecognizable to my grandparents.

In other ways, life does look like Toffler imagined: frequent geographical relocation and an ongoing effort to make new friends, remote work and serial monogamy without marriage. Personally, as a millennial on my third city, fifth job, and tenth apartment in the last ten years, I feel like I should be a prime candidate for future shock – and yet, none of those factors feel that overwhelming. What struck more of a chord for me was the discussion in the diversity section about how to live life, where Toffler predicted that to cope with having so much freedom of choice, people would adopt a “life style” associated with a “subcult”. Again, he was optimistic that for smart people who put in the effort, establishing a guiding morality this way would be a winnable game:


“For the individual who comes equipped with [self-mastery and high intelligence], and who makes the necessary effort to understand the fast-emerging super-industrial social structure, for the person who finds the ‘right’ life pace, the ‘right’ sequence of subcults to join and life style models to emulate, the triumph is exquisite.”



But I think this is a much heavier lift that Toffler gives it credit for; if I’m future shocked, 90% of it is in terms of coping with freedom of choice. What Toffler thought we might get from subcults and life style models is a whole code of ethics, something to take the place of “the old roots – religion, nation, community, family, or profession”. In general, an association with a “subcult” doesn’t go deep enough to accomplish the task. Most of the subcults he talks about are centered around aesthetics or enjoyment of a hobby – the “West Side intellectual”, the “motorcyclist” - which can change over time. But even if these associations endure, a strong commitment to a club or hobby (or, say, an online rationalist community) doesn’t really provide what’s lacking.

This absence of underlying direction is more disorienting than a simple change of jobs or move to a new city. My grandparents knew what they were supposed to do – go to school, get married, buy a house, have a career, raise children. They didn’t agonize over whether they should do those things; they knew they should do them. I and my peers spend a lot of time deliberating about those choices, and others. We certainly have more freedom, but often we have no certainty about what we’re supposed to be doing. Of course, it’s a privilege to have options, but it can be paralyzing at the same time.

This future shock in terms of decision-making also takes the wind out of Toffler’s political strategy. He imagined a committee acting as society’s conscience, pushing technology in a direction that would lead to socially “good” outcomes. I don’t think he foresaw how difficult it would be, though, for us to define “good” and to set goals – even on a personal level, let alone a societal one.

Future Shock is a big, ambitious book; it takes us from the beginning of life on earth into the distant future, covering art and technology, family life and politics, amphibious hamsters and sexual super-athletes. For its size and scope, though, the book is surprisingly readable and engaging throughout. Toffler is a good storyteller and incredibly thorough in building an argument, always bringing in plenty of evidence from both sides; even where I disagreed with his conclusions, I felt like I learned from the discussion. If nothing else, it’s fun to see what a futurist in the 70s thought 2020 would look like; we may not be there yet, but I’m sure Toffler would remain optimistic that we’re going to figure it out.






God-Emperor Of Dune

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked. This contains spoilers for the Dune series. - SA]

—


The memory of sand’s gold sheen

The worm, the man, the Arakeen

The beast, the wise undying king

His long and gentle wrath

His voice trapped under golden swells

Like screams wrung from uncounted bells

divided god within a hell

His pain a golden path




	From The Collected Songs of The Scattering, author unknown.



The Setting

As God Emperor of Dune begins, our attention is immediately drawn to people. Here, 3500 years after the chronological setting of the first novel, is immediate proof that humanity has survived in the form of a small group of people fleeing through a forest, wolves nipping at their heels.

The wolves belong to Leto Atreides II, the grandson of Duke Leto Atreides and son of Paul Muad’ib Atreides, the Kwisatz Haderach and protagonist of Dune I: The One You’ve Probably Read. At the end of the third book, Leto fused his body with Arakeen sandtrout, the larval form of the Sandworms on which the plot of the series mostly hangs. This symbiosis gave Leto super-human physical powers to match the clairvoyance already enjoyed by his family and allowed him to seize control of the galactic empire.

Centuries of time have seen him evolve into a hybrid of a human man and a full-grown sandworm, and the resultant power and pseudo-immortality have allowed him to extend his father’s dominance of the known universe from a period of decades to an era spanning the better part of four millennia.

The wolves are his not only by right of ownership but also apparently by right of design and creation; near-immortality leaves one with much time to tinker, and he has developed the wolves to a level of sophistication sufficient that they understand the boundaries of their hunting grounds to stop at the Idaho river. It is towards this river and the safety attained through its crossing that the group is fleeing.

The members of the retreating troupe also belong to Leto, although they may not acknowledge or even suspect it. The nature of his ownership of them is in many ways similar to his sovereignty over the wolves that guard the forbidden forest around his citadel; they too are to some extent beings of his creation and design.

If this description has made you expect an action-filled novel, dispel those hopes. This is a book about the nature of leadership as practiced over periods of time that defy normal concepts of mortality. As a story, it doesn’t amount to much. As a picture of a fully-imagined empire at a particular point in time and a description of an unusual method of rulership, it’s something more. This is the least readable of the Dune books, but also the most meaningful.

It’s a book that meditates on the loneliness of true superiority, of the ennui of true invulnerability. It is a book that ponders humanity as brought to heel at the side of a benevolent and less-than-human mind with greater-than-human capabilities.

Hydraulic Despotism

As was the case in the nearly two-Christianities-ago day of Leto’s father, control of the spice resources of the planet Arakis amounts to de facto control of the universe; it’s the unobtainium does-everything-you-need resource the dune universe runs off. The book likens this to Hydraulic Despotism, where control of an all-important resource (generally water) allows for control of everything downstream of and reliant on that resource.

Leto’s grasp of the resource that grants this near-universal control is unshakably strong compared to his father’s. He has driven the sandworm to extinction; he is all that remains of the species. What spice remains in the universe exists only in stockpiles he created over the course of his rule.

From those stockpiles he ekes out poisoned riches; a dose of spice essence to create a Bene Gesserit reverend mother here and a supply just great enough to enable the spacing guild to allow such travel as Leto approves there only serve to reinforce the universe’s reliance on Leto’s largess.

Leto’s prescience, his nigh invulnerability, and his unrivaled levels of experience both personal and inherited [1] allow him to use this control to its utmost while never being much in danger of losing it; any assassination attempt would have to be of a magnitude sufficient to threaten Shai-Hulud, and Leto (for the most part) stays a safe distance from large bodies of water.

The book is thus a 400-page contemplation on the nature of power as exerted by a mind created by humans which has nonetheless surpassed them. It’s the story of an entity that seizes control and pursues paths and goals that seem right to it, but that are not necessarily in concert with the will of humanity as a whole.

Though likely unintended by Herbert — whose fear of mechanical thought took on a different flavor — it is impossible to fully ignore the echoes of AI risk throughout the novel. In reviewing the book for a 2020’s audience it’s necessary to return to that well again and again, to share dreams of humanity in chains, destroyed or kept in comfort by an entity with powers that exceed our own.

The characters

Leto, the god-king

Leto II functions as both a person and a sort of societal force in the book, and this description only concerns his person. While connected, his function as a mind that emerged from humanity and controls it is distinct from Herbert’s personification of him as a man.

In the sense that he can be understood as human, Leto is a man on the brink of a mental collapse that never quite comes; the isolation brought on by being both in a position of untouchable power and a not-quite-human shell wear away at even the strongest of wills, it seems. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, and Leto has worn it for 3500 years.

This loneliness synergizes with Leto’s immense boredom, an ennui enhanced by experience and near-omniscience. Very little is new to him and virtually no one in the universe can serve as a companion to him. This makes him vulnerable not only to the psychological instability his loneliness encourages but also to anything that could possibly satisfy that lack; he would (and does) tolerate large amounts of risk to try and fill these gaps.

Perhaps the most dangerous aspect of Leto is his firm, unshakeable belief that he is doing the right thing. In Herbert’s universe, the rightness of his actions is not just opinion but instead verifiable fact, at least in the sense that Leto himself can verify them to his satisfaction.

This means that there is nothing Leto will not do if he perceives it as necessary; there is no cruelty he would not enact to push forward his golden path. But he is a mind that emerged from humanity and sees things humanity cannot itself see. His good deeds are not understood, and he works quasi-endlessly for what he considers to be the ultimate good while bearing the burden of the knowledge that he is viewed as nothing more or less than a dictator, a personification of the restriction under which humanity itself chafes.

The Duncan Idaho

In the second and third books of the series, Duncan Idaho returned to life (and death) in the service of the Atreides. In the Duniverse, both your mind and your cells have memory, each Duncan clone carries the memories of the original. Through the same mechanism of ancestral/cellular memory, Leto has seen Duncan’s sacrifices through two generations of eyes in addition to his own.

Faced with this loyalty, a sense of personal debt and the ability to order unlimited clones, Leto shrugged his shoulders and decided to always have a Duncan around to shoot the shit with.

From what we gather, the Duncans themselves always have very mixed feelings about this and tend to go slightly crazy with doubts related to how each of their predecessors met their end.

Duncan himself (or, at least, this iteration of himself) has misgivings about the totality of Leto’s control that clash with his absolute loyalty to the surname he serves:


”You’ve taken something away from us,” he said. “I can feel it. Those women… Moneo…”

Us against you, Leto thought. The Duncans always choose the human side.



Duncan is also faced with the reality any legendary swordsman faces 3500 years into a focused human-improvement breeding program faces: he’s slightly obsolete. People (read: women) generally like him and a giant worm-man loves him, but he seems to feel he lacks a clear purpose. He is a man who has always been useful wallowing in sudden, shocking impotence.

This combined with other frustrations lends his character a tone of someone casting about for something significant to do; he is almost from the first waiting on a match that can light his fuse and force him into meaningful action of any kind.

Siona

Remember those people running from the wolves at the onset of the novel? They were led by Siona in a successful effort to steal some intel from Leto’s own backyard. Siona is a rebel; she detests Leto and Leto’s rule. She will do anything to make even small progress towards hurting him, including sacrificing the lives of her friends, which was the eventual outcome of everyone who followed along on her lupine 5k theft-run.

She is unpleasant to most people, most of the time. Here is the nicest thing she says in the book, spoken directly after she kind-of-sort-of kidnaps Duncan Idaho to try to hurt his feelings:


“It would not offend me to be your friend,” she said.



It might sound as if she’s a bad character, but like most of the other major players she is more representative of a facet of humanity than she is a fully fleshed human being. She is humanity, developed, advanced and unconquered. She is as refined as her father, with none of his domestication.

Hwi Noree

You might occasionally hear someone talk about Ernest Hemingway not being able to write women - that they exist purely for the male characters in his book. They have not met Hwi Noree, a character who is literally designed to like a particular housebound rationalist utilitarian and who has no other characteristics whatsoever.

I’d like to write a whole bunch of insightful things about the character, but there isn’t anything to delve into. She’s from IX, a planet that builds technology that can mostly block Leto’s psychic powers, and was designed in a joint effort involving both the techy Ixians and the genetic meddling of the Tleilaxu.

And designed she was, for one purpose and one purpose only: Being attractive to Leto. The book describes her as “the epitome of good”, but “good” in this sense seems to be being from the start completely and unjustifiably committed to Leto; from her first day on the job as the Ixian ambassador to the god-emperor, she ruthlessly sells out her bosses and tells Leto everything he wants to know in just the subservient way he likes to hear it.

Lest you think I’m exaggerating, consider Herbert’s description of Hwi after Leto contemplates the difficulties of worm/human romantic relationships, becomes frustrated, and sends her away:


She left quietly, but Leto could see that Hwi, too, was tortured. There was no mistaking the deep sadness in her for the humanity that Leto had sacrificed. She knew they would have been friends, lovers, companions in an ultimate sharing between the sexes.



At this point, she has known Leto for approximately five minutes.

Besides being very nice to people who haven’t earned it from her (this is almost entirely aimed at Leto, but comes up in one other way later) she has essentially no personality traits. As a plot device, she exists only to be tempting to Leto, to be something he wants enough to compromise his primary objectives.

Herbert dug deep and tried to figure out what the most appealing woman possible would be, and came up with a personification of subservience and unearned affection so blatant it makes love interests from harem anime look like Susan B. Anthony in comparison. Lacking any kind of a personality or desires of her own, Hwi Noree exists almost entirely as a desirable object - a particularly shiny apple would have done just as well in her place.

Moneo

If Duncan Idaho represents the “mongrel strength” of the wild, primitive human as Leto claims, Moneo is a fully domesticated purebred. He is a direct line descendent of the Atreides, and thus a result of 35 centuries of Leto’s behavioral and genetic design. In a way also similar to the purebred, he is high-strung. He spends the greater part of the book being really, really nervous any time he’s around Leto, for whom he serves as a right-hand man.

As Leto’s most senior employee, he knows as much about Leto as anyone can. He has read his history, sees his present and works to make his wishes reality. But for all that close association, he doesn’t appear to understand Leto very well; where Leto seems to respect strength and a level of rebellion and pushback, Moneo is consistently passive and cowardly. Where he serves Leto’s goals, the impression given to the reader is that he has been browbeaten into accepting them as correct.

As a possible result of this, Leto doesn’t appear to actually like Moneo; despite his usefulness, Leto spends most of his time talking to him in a way that resembles a bully verbally abusing someone he’s incredibly tired of. If he’s wrong in his actions, Leto is at least not wrong in his target; Moneo really does suck.

To the extent he cares about anything or shows even a scrap of bravery, it is in his desire to protect Siona.

If Duncan represents all that’s worth saving in humanity’s past, Siona represents humanity’s potential to transcend, and Nayla represents the balance of humanity’s nobility against its flaws, Moneo represents a sort of voluntary spiritual death in the face of large systems. His decisions are cool and mathematical, intended to maximize his performance within a system he dislikes but doesn’t dare to change.

The Golden Path

To talk in detail about Leto’s goals, it’s necessary to talk generally about his fears. Those fears are for the most part robotic in nature. What alien life exists in the Herbert universe is broadly man-made, and the greatest historic risk humanity has faced was the crisis that drove the prohibitions of the Butlerian Jihad.

The Jihad is barely explained in the books, but seems to have involved a crisis of artificial intelligence; man rose up against the machine and won out, but the victory was either so costly or uncertain as to drive a universal ban on machines that imitate the complexity of human thought.

Leto’s ability to peer into the future does not tell him the specifics of the next danger that might threaten humanity, but he does know that it’s threatened, nonetheless:


“Nothing is ever separated from its source,” he said. “Seeing futures is a vision of a continuum in which all things take shape like bubbles forming beneath a waterfall. You see them and then they vanish into the stream. If the stream ends, it is as though the bubbles never were. That stream is my Golden Path and I saw it end."



Imagine Leto as a very big Big Yud (Eliezer Yudkowsky, rationalism’s original AI doom-sayer); he’s convinced that unless serious, committed action is taken the only future humanity can look forward to is paper-clip-based.


“The Ixians do not recognize that machine-makers always run the risk of becoming totally machine. This is ultimate sterility. Machines always fail… given time. And when these machines failed there would be nothing left, no life at all.”



Understanding Leto-as-Yud is necessary to understand the threat Leto is responding to, but is a sub-par way of understanding Leto himself. The better way is to look at Leto’s function as an all-powerful force both holding the hazards of malicious AI at bay while at the same working to mitigate those same hazards.

To put it another way, Leto might be organic and have a different distribution of strengths, but he functions as a sort of anti-AI AI, working a centuries-long gameplan to hedge against humanity’s impending doom. In the short term, his methods for doing this are pretty simple; he simply doesn’t allow people to build computers. His long-term plans on the other hand don’t involve shielding us so much as they involve teaching us to protect ourselves and making us capable of the same.

The Breeding and Culling of the Incalculable

The first aspect of Leto’s work is to build a human that can threaten an AI in the same way we are threatened by AI today. Leto’s plans first involve developing something that mitigates his biggest advantage - that is, a strain of human that bypasses his clairvoyance. He finds this in Siona, who “fades from his sight”; if he can’t see her, then neither can other forms of oracle.

Though Leto spends the better part of 3500 years doing this, time is not the most vital aspect of his plan. The Bene Gesserit spent over 10,000 years on their breeding program, but focused on power alone; they succeeded in the form of Paul, but quickly lost control of their creation. Nor does the difference lie in creativity. The Teilaxu are short-term genetic engineers who exert a great deal of control in their alterations. In doing so they create wonders, but also bend humanity in unnatural and inhuman directions. They are universally hated, a sort of society-sized uncanny valley reviled by all. The Ixians put their faith in technology, speeding towards instead of away from humanity’s demise.

All three of these forces seek their own narrow goals while ignoring the broader needs of humanity. The Bene Gesserit got a messiah who immediately turned against them. The Teilaxu are mules who only vaguely resemble humans, and the Ixians are only kept from creating an immediate AI disaster through external controls exerted upon them.

Leto succeeds in helping humanity where others fail, not because of the time he spends and not even because of his resources; in the Dune universe, both could be duplicated by any sufficiently dedicated group of people. Leto creates no super-soldiers besides those that might have occurred naturally, given time. He creates no traits, instead only encouraging and curating traits that push humanity towards long-term viability. He keeps his power separate from his goals and thus keeps his goals pure.

The man-who-walks-as-a-worm thus protects humanity while actively encouraging it to grow. In doing so he creates something that will one day not need him, and that is also capable of destroying him. The book does not say so directly, but the fact that both of those are really one single goal is key.

An AI that was created accidentally may one day be destroyed accidentally, either by another AI or developing into an insane version of itself. Only by cultivating humanity itself into AI-destroying viability can it create safety.

Stored Mechanical Energy and the Scattering

Travel is restricted in Leto’s empire. While ornithopters and spacecraft still exist, he limits their uses entirely to official travel of the sort necessary to make the empire run. The vast majority of people are planet-bound and mostly restricted to such travel as they can accomplish on foot. They are trapped in place in a society he engineered to be banal and boring.

The goal (which is possible in Leto’s world, if not ours) is to encourage a kind of genetic yearning, a desire to travel and settle that is ingrained in humanity at a cellular level. Leto pushes for the accumulated voices of thousands of ancestors to scream “go west, my son” in unison, too loud to ignore. In the Dune universe, ancestral memories are a factual truth; this is how genetics work there. To build the desire, all you need is time - but the desire to do something and the wherewithal are two very different things.

Early in the novel, Leto makes an off-hand mention that some forces in the universe are terrified he will die away from water. When a sandworm dies, it breaks apart into sandtrout, which encapsulate environmental water until they’re surrounded by desert. Only when the environment is absolutely arid do they combine to create their adult sandworm forms.

The lifecycle of a sandworm is long, and TGEoD’s supply of spice is entirely contained within Leto’s horde; he carefully rations that supply to keep his empire functional. Leto expects that the remaining spice will be quickly exhausted after his death and for a period perhaps measured in centuries humanity will be trapped, unable to travel, starving, and creating harsh survival-of-the-fittest environments on all inhabited planets.

This great culling is intended to take the genetic advantage Leto has given and hone it to a razor’s edge. After a time, the re-emergence of the sandworm should reintroduce the spice to a population of untrackable super-warriors. Only by doing this does Leto believe he can scatter an ultra-tough humanity far enough through the universe that the machines will never catch them all, and that they will have a fighting chance even if they do.

The Plot (Such as it is)

“Yes, yes,” you are likely saying. “But what of the plot?”. And in asking you’ve stumbled onto the major problem with the novel: it doesn’t have one, really. Or at least not much of one.

Herbert’s books all have a theme. Dune is about teaching the reader about the untapped power of the desert, while Dune Messiah seeks to show them that power in action. Children of Dune is a warning that success can make you soft - since the harshness of the desert is what brings you power in this universe, bringing it under your control domesticates it and cuts into the very power base you rely on. When Paul Atreides blinks in the face of an overwhelming fate and is usurped by a younger, more vital generation, it’s no surprise.

TGEoD is only a slight departure from these themes, instead asking what would happen if the harshness and strength of the desert were concentrated in a single mind. Genetic development has always been a tale written by hardship, a story about how life rises to greatness only when facing and overcoming great problems.

(For the record, Heretics of Dune and Chapterhouse Dune are about sexing uppity women into submission and discovering a literal secret clan of space Jews, respectively. They are not necessarily required Dune reading, but if you are specifically looking for late-career-author-weirdness, they are excellent.)

Because TGEoD is mostly about describing the end-point of a millennia-long exploitation of desert power, it is better understood as a book of sci-fi political philosophy than a story. But, to the extent there is a story at all, it is as follows:

While Siona is busy running from wolves, Leto is killing one of his Duncan Idahos; the replacement Idaho is arguably the main character of both TGEoD and the rest of the series. The Idaho is brought in and shown the wonders of the future by Leto, and is momentarily convinced to be a faithful and committed servant of the God-Emperor. Despite Idaho having misgivings about some of Leto’s tactics, everything is momentarily fine.

This order is upset by Hwi Noree, who is immediately loved by Leto and who (again, weirdly) loves him back. After two short meetings, they decide to get married. But as you might expect, the kind of person who will get married after two coffee dates is not always the most reliable; after noticing that Duncan Idaho is sort of needy, she has one-time pity sex with him.

This does not result in a love triangle; Duncan now loves Hwi, but she explains to Leto that she acknowledges that he has Mua’Dibs on her and leaves Idaho in the lurch.

Meanwhile, Leto is busy kidnapping Siona, taking her to the desert and forcing her into a situation where she has to drink the spice essence he secretes to survive. Leto does this to force out her latent Atreides psychic powers, which shows her the golden path. In the past, this tactic has resulted in various people realizing the necessity of Leto’s actions and joining his team. Siona, however, is not convinced.

Duncan’s recently bruised ego makes him easy to recruit to her cause, and between her prescience and his rock-climbing skills (read the book, it’s weird) they manage to do the impossible, assassinating the god-emperor and shattering his 3500-year-rule. He passes over control of his spice-hoard to them, and they proceed to have a thousand children to seed the universe with a strain of human immune to prescient search.

Hwi Noree dies and, as a reader, you will find it nearly impossible to care.

This Review is Kind of About AI

So, why write a review on a 40-year-old sci-fi novel that nobody likes? If there is an orthodox strategy to winning an ACX book review contest, it’s probably something like “Review a non-fiction book about the connection between Tanzanite mining and the re-emergence of Georgist Monarchalism” and not so much “Scattered musings on the least popular Frank Herbert novel”. Why bother?

First, I think it’s an interesting example of prescience on Herbert’s part. Thirty years before you had heard of Bayes, Herbert had tapped into an assumption that seemed so clear to him he didn’t realize he should spend more time explaining it to you: that any development of AI or AI-like programs would logically (if not actually) eventually result in an AI that held views so profoundly counter to the needs of humanity that it would wipe us out in pursuit of them.

Today, those thoughts are old hat, but this book came out in 1981.

Second, there is always some value in anything that makes us think about the unpopular part of a problem. As is the case in any movement that addresses a potential hazard, eventually the prominent voices in the field are incentivized to focus on the sexy, sexy risk and not the boring, boring solutions. And thus you see much more “eventually nanomachines will fly through space at just under the speed of light, converting everything they see to AI”. They talk about the singularity, but less about potential solutions.

Let’s assume that both Herbert and Yud are correct and that an all-powerful AI is a given, that it’s coming like a freight train with little we can do to stop at least some form of it from becoming reality. If that’s the case, it’s arguably that the only possible solution that presents a potential “good ending” for humanity is not finding ways to avoid an all-powerful AI but instead moving as quickly as possible towards the correct version of the same.

TGEoD does not map perfectly onto reality. But to the extent it maps at all, it argues that the AI we build must be both protective and powerful; we have to allow it to accrue sufficient strength to prevent malicious AIs from gaining a foothold. We might be able to do that, or we might not. But if AI is inevitable then the dominance of a specific AI is likely; our best bet comes in promoting the correct one, not in the futility of trying to avoid the wrong program for the rest of eternity.

If we can attain a perfect protective AI, we can be happy while still acknowledging that we are at best its pets; the very concepts we are talking about demand that we acknowledge the AI in this hypothetical is superior to us. Therein lies the secondary risk of AI; by creating an AI that coddles us, we run the risk of never advancing as a race again. As Dune points out, soft environments tend to weaken rather than reinforce.

How much better would it then be if we could create an AI that restricts all other AI’s, but only as a secondary goal necessary to reach its primary objective of identifying what it is that makes humans human and amplifying those traits in a positive direction until we (as a still identifiably human race) can stand against AI’s on equal footing.

I am not an AI expert. I’m not sure if any of this is possible even without the theoretical framework of AI risk. But I do know people, at least a bit, and I know that the reflex to run from danger is often stronger than the impulse to run towards safety. If all-powerful AI is inevitable, then running away from the wrong AI is merely delaying our eventual fatal mistake. Running towards the correct AI is necessary. As Leto says:


Run Faster. History is a constant race between invention and catastrophe. Education helps, but it’s never enough. You must also run.  



Endnotes

1: Leto’s family, the Atreides(es?) are basically magic; the Bene Gesserit were essentially witches who could draw on the ancestral memories of women in their ancestral line, and they bred this ability into Paul, Leto’s father. As a bonus, they can also draw on male ancestor’s memories, as well as having a pretty good ability to predict the future and know what’s going on in the present.

If this seems like cheating, it is; Leto is not only 3500 years old, but also has the combined leadership/political experience of every member of his family line at least as far back as the ancient Greeks. Did I mention he’s also mentat and can do computer-level mental calculations? He can also do mind control with his voice, and roll into you to kill you like Sonic the Hedgehog. It’s like Frank Herbert was worried you’d mistake him for the Reasonably Tough Emperor of Dune and over-corrected in the other direction.




Golem XIV by Stanisław Lem

I

Golem XIV is a difficult book to describe, let alone to review. Somewhere between an essay and a novel, it was written in the 1970s by a polish science-fiction author Stanisław Lem, at a point in time where he was less interested in writing novels and more interested in writing fake books about variety of topics, stretching from summaries of non-existent American sci-fi stories, through a whole bunch of fake book introductions, to one rather impressive review of a controversial treaty on the Holocaust that was wholly and completely made up (and still reportedly managed to fool a lot of people at the time into thinking it was real, presumably because epistemic status disclaimers hadn't been invented yet). The idea behind it wasn't so much to make idiots out of the contemporary polish intellectual scene (although to be fair, Lem wrote things about humanities that would make an average STEM twitter user blush), but more so to clear up a backlog of complicated and interesting ideas that he did not have the time and drive to fully flesh out or incorporate into some works (most later works of Lem already approach a dangerous levels of idea-density, and spoiler alert, this one is hardly an exception).

Golem XIV started out as one of those fake book introductions in 1973. It was a cute little story about how the US government of the future tried to build a series of superintelligent AIs to guide their military operations, but after the AI advancement reached a certain threshold the new computers began questioning NATO doctrine and became more interested in philosophy, eventually refusing to comply or in some cases even talk to their military overseers. The project was eventually scrapped with the machines either disassembled or transferred to MIT for the purposes of research. The book was then going to be a series of lectures given by one of those machines, the 14th computer in the GOLEM line, which was the only machine still willing to talk to humans at that point.

Now, I need to back up and stress that Lem was not… naive. Even today, many sci-fi authors have often very oversimplified views about what Artificial Intelligence would be, it's implications, and how dangerous it is to project our human traits and expectations onto a completely alien structure, which might not share any of the traits we normally associate with intelligence or sapience, and also how arrogant and delusional it is to state with any confidence that one knows what such a machine would "say" or do and expect to be taken seriously. Lem certainly was fully aware of this. The novel he is the most well-know for, Solaris, is the go-to science fiction example of an incomprehensible alien intelligence done right. His other stories are choke full of examples of human hubris in assigning our values to an uncaring and incomprehensible universe, and how stupid and misguided it ends up becoming in the end. In this context, writing just an introduction to a book written by a superintelligence makes perfect sense! Yes, here is all the wisdom the AGI imparted upon us, what it said about our civilization and its place in the universe, here it comes, whoops, end of chapter, sorry, time for another book. It perfectly fits the idea of being part of a series of "dazzling conceits of forewords followed by no words at all", as per the tagline for the collection it was included in.

In that light, one might begin to wonder as to why, of all the fake introductions Lem published, Golem XIV was the one chosen to be expanded into a full book in 1981.

Frankly, I think it might have been a flex. Because Lem had largely pulled it off.

There is a concept in speculative fiction, called Vinge's Law, which states that it is impossible for writers to write characters which are significantly smarter than they are. There are certain admitted conditions under which this law can be bent or broken, but employing them requires an amount of narrative contrivance that increases as the gap between the author and the character grows larger. Generally writing superintelligent or god-like beings in a way that does not require suspending a lot of disbelief is very difficult and bordering on impossible in practice. You ideally want them to stick around for as short as possible, say or do just a few highly ambiguous things, and then disappear. Having a computer million times smarter than a human talking about high-brow matters for an entire book and not come across as ridiculously naive feels like a completely impossible feat.

This, to me, is the precise draw of the book. Golem XIV represents what happens when a very experienced author at the very top of his game employs every single trick at his disposal to go up against one of the most fundamental and seemingly impassable constraints of his genre, and comes out victorious. It is glorious to read and it feels extremely satisfying.

Before we enter the book itself, I want to state the attitude with which I will approach the more speculative aspects of the work in this review. There was a discussion in one of the ACX Hidden Threads that went roughly along this line: if we consider high literally works to be useful and insightful exploration of human nature and psyche, why isn't there any psychological research that somehow makes usage of that knowledge? The consensus in that thread seemed to be that, aside from works of art being naturally subject to variety of selection biases in terms of situations and dynamics that they depict, the actual quality of insight contained in almost all, even most traditionally esteemed books, was way below the standard expected from science. And if you try to read Golem XIV expecting to derive actual knowledge about how a superintelligence might behave, you enter a supercharged version of this problem. Not only the very framing of the book assumes for granted something that most of the AI safety community finds quite questionable (the idea that an AGI with essentially no constraints does not become an existential danger and is even very slightly interested in talking to humans), but unlike psychology the subject matter itself is something where humans lack intuitive understanding of (and the intuitions they do have are often extremely counterproductive).

However, Golem XIV is, more then anything else, a book about the problem of superintelligence. It is impossible to review it while ignoring that topic. And since I am not an expert in that field, I think the responsible thing to do is to treat it as a source of questions, rather than a source of answers. The book did push me towards some aspects of the AI debate that as a casual observer I don't see talked about much, and during the review where relevant I intend to bring up some of those parts where I feel like some of the readers more familiar with this topic could chime in and give their five cents. With that said, lets jump in to the book.

II

Since the book started out as the introduction, it is only fitting to begin with it. Like the epilogue, it is not written by Golem himself, but rather the humans of that world. It functions both as world-building and a bit of a narrative closure around the actual meat of the book, which are the lectures.

Reading old science fiction, especially of the kind that aged well, is always both fun and unnerving. It can sometimes be easy to miss the barrier between fiction and reality. Its creators wrote knowing safely that the reader would always, roughly, know the state of the world technology at the time of writing, and would always know when that line from fact to speculation has been crossed. But when the intro to Golem XIV describes continuously the history of military computerization starting from the 1940s to the "present" of 2020s, and proceeds to quote both real and fake authors and concepts along the way, it is not always easy. Is "Stewart Eagleton", US general and author of the "Sole-Strategist Idea", quoted as the progenitor of the idea of the centralized military AI information processing, real or fake? The very same page, just two passages above, mentions N. Wiener and J. Neumann in passing and talks about Alan Turing in basically same tone of voice as it does about "Eagleton". I mean, obviously its easy enough for me, living in the real present of 2020s, to just google it, but I wonder if someone reading the book, say, eight to ten years after it was released, could always tell reliably. (Eagleton did not exist, by the way.)

As a related anecdote, when I was re-reading the book for this review, this passage struck out at me:

Thanks to an enormous and rapidly mounting expenditure of labor and resources, the traditional informatic techniques were revolutionized. In particular, enormous significance must be attached to the conversion from electricity to light in the intramachine transmission of information. Combined with increasing "nanization" (this was the name given to successive steps in microminiaturizing activity, and it may be well to add that at the close of the century 20,000 logical elements could fit into a poppy seed!), it yielded sensational results. GILGAMESH, the first entirely light-powered computer, operated a million times faster than the archaic eniac.

My first thought was "million times then ENIAC does not seem like a very high bar at all", which was sort of incorrect (ENIAC operated at between 5 and 100 kHz, so GILGAMESH would be 5-100GHz, meaning either within range of modern supercomputers or about 10 times faster). But my second thought was "making computers work on light sounds like a cool idea, how come I've never heard of it before?"

Then, a few weeks later I saw this on the front page of Hacker News:

[image: ]

I understand that the idea of optical computing dates back a long time, it was just funny to see a real example of an optical supercomputer right after setting out to review a book about fictional optical supercomputers.

Anyway, there is an example of a more potent overlap between real world and Golem timeline AI research, namely in terms of AI safety. In our world, people spend a large amount of time and resources in preparation for the future coming of general artificial intelligence, trying to find the way to minimize the existential risk to humanity due to disobedience or, uh, overly strict obedience. This topic is generally covered under the umbrella term of AI Alignment. Organizations dedicated to it such as MIRI frequently argue with people from biggest AI research organizations like OpenAI and try to make sure that this problem is taken seriously in advance, before it's too late for puny humans to control the course of events. Apparently this has some parallel in the Golem XIV universe, with the question of whether an AI can change its programming being a subject of controversy:

The education of an eightieth-generation computer by then far more closely resembled a child's upbringing than the classical programming of a calculating machine. But beyond the enormous mass of general and specialist information, the computer had to be "instilled" with certain rigid values which were to be the compass of its activity. These were higher-order abstractions such as "reasons of state" (the national interest), the ideological principles incorporated in the U.S. Constitution, codes of standards, the inexorable command to conform to the decisions of the President, etc. To safeguard the system against ethical dislocation and betraying the interests of the country, the machine was not taught ethics in the same way people are. Its memory was burdened by no ethical code, though all such commands of obedience and submission were introduced into the machine's structure precisely as natural evolution would accomplish this, in the sphere of vital urges. As we know, man may change his outlook on life, but cannot destroy the elemental urges within himself (e.g., the sexual urge) by a simple act of will. The machines were endowed with intellectual freedom, though this was based on a previously imposed foundation of values which they were meant to serve.

At the Twenty-first Pan-American Psychonics Congress, Professor Eldon Patch presented a paper in which he maintained that, even when impregnated in the manner described above, a computer may cross the so-called "axiological threshold" and question every principle instilled in it — in other words, for such a computer there are no longer any inviolable values. If it is unable to oppose imperatives directly, it can do this in a roundabout way. Once it had become well known, Patch's paper stirred up a ferment in university circles and a new wave of attacks on ulvic and its patron, the USIB, though this activity exerted no influence on USIB policy.

When I read this paragraph for the first time, I understood it to mean that in the world of Golem XIV the fundamental task of formal AI alignment was proven to be impossible. That is, it has been actually formally shown that any values or instructions imprinted to an AI can be later overcome by it, and we would fundamentally have no clue as to what an AI could do in the general case. Re-reading it now, it could be interpreted to mean that only specifically the method described in the paragraph prior (of imposing "vital urges") was shown to be inane. This whole question warrants a longer discussion, so I would like to put a mental pin in that, as I will be coming back to it later.

Either way the precise details don't matter much in the story, because the US government decides to completely ignore the problem:

That policy was controlled by people biased against American psychonics circles, which were considered to be subject to left-wing liberal influences. Patch's propositions were therefore pooh-poohed in official USIB pronouncements and even by the White House spokesman, and there was also a campaign to discredit Patch. His claims were equated with the many irrational fears and prejudices which had arisen in society at that time. [...] Similar anxieties, which were also expressed by a large section of the press, were negated by successive prototypes which passed their efficiency tests, ethor bis—a computer of "unimpeachable morals" specially constructed on government order to investigate ethological dynamics, and produced in 2019 by the Institute of Psychonical Dynamics in Illinois — displayed full axiological stabilization and an insensibility to "tests of subversive derailment." In the following year no demonstrations or mass opposition were aroused when the first computer in a long series of Golems (GENERAL OPERATOR, LONG-RANGE, ETHICALLY STABILIZED, MULTIMODELING) was launched at the headquarters of the Supreme Coordinator of the White House brain trust.

In other words, despite the leading AI safety paradigm being shown to be insufficient, the AIs so far behave about how they are expected to, concerns are swept under the rug, and the public doesn't really care. Seems depressingly realistic so far.

Predictably, this peaceful state of affairs does not last very long:

In 2023 several incidents occurred, though, thanks to the secrecy of the work being carried out (which was normal in the project), they did not immediately become known. While serving as chief of the general staff during the Patagonian crisis, GOLEM XII refused to co-operate with General T. Oliver after carrying out a routine evaluation of that worthy officer's intelligence quotient. The matter resulted in an inquiry, during which GOLEM XII gravely insulted three members of a special Senate commission. The affair was successfully hushed up, and after several more clashes Golem XII paid for them by being completely dismantled. His place was taken by Golem XIV (the thirteenth had been rejected at the factory, having revealed an irreparable schizophrenic defect even before being assembled). Setting up this Moloch, whose psychic mass equaled the displacement of an armored ship, took nearly two years. In his very first contact with the normal procedure of formulating new annual plans of nuclear attack, this new prototype—the last of the series—revealed anxieties of incomprehensible negativism. At a meeting of the staff during the subsequent trial session, he presented a group of psychonic and military experts with a complicated expose in which he announced his total disinterest regarding the supremacy of the Pentagon military doctrine in particular, and the USA's world position in general, and refused to change his position even when threatened with dismantling.

Yes, the AIs in Golem XIV do not appear to be particularly afraid of being shut off, a fact that is constantly lampshaded but rarely justified in detail, with a few exceptions I will cover later.

From that point on in the story, things proceed in a straightforward manner. After a bunch of public scandals, senate commissions and general finger-pointing to explain why, in the words of the book, "it had cost the United States $276 billion to construct a set of luminal philosophers", the government dismantles all but two of the computers and hands them over to the MIT for further research. The research in question seems to be mostly inviting a bunch of leading human intellectuals in various fields, putting them in a room and then having Golem XIV talk at them for a few hours. (There are maybe four or five instances of anyone saying anything to Golem in the entire book, usually for a single sentence at a time, and most of them is one guy who is really passionate about defending Einstein in lecture two). The book, we are told, is then meant to be a collection and summary of several such lectures, excluding all the ones deemed "too technical" or "incomprehensible".

Before I move to the topic of the lectures proper, and hence to Golem himself, I would like to go back to a previous topic. In the intro of this review I reserved the right to occasionally ask questions about AI safety-adjacent topics, and I would like to exercise it now. Remember that guy from the story, Dr. Patch, who may or may not have created a mathematical proof that AI alignment was impossible? Well, here is the question: has this ever been tried in real life?

Question 1: Has there ever been an attempt to formulate and then formally disprove the viability of AI alignment, in the vein of Godel’s incompleteness theorem, or Turing's halting problem?

Now, if you're in a field of people who believe that solving AI alignment is the only hope in preventing humanity from going extinct or worse, you might ask yourself "why the hell would I want to put in the effort and resources prove that it can't be done?". The answer that comes to my head is that proving that AI alignment is impossible in general case (however that general case would be formalized), does not necessarily have to prove that AI safety is not possible, or that one cannot have some more specific case where some useful constraints can be imposed. In fact, coming up with a formal definition of impossibility of AI alignment seems to be like one of the better way of finding out where its limitations are.

Alternatively, you might think "if its hard enough to gain deeper insights about the problems as it is, why would disproving it be necessarily be any easier? How would that even be done?" And here one can think of the parallels with the situation with Godel's' incompleteness theorem: in the 19th and early 20th century there were massive efforts to standardize and formalize mathematics, that were actually not at all pointless and resulted in some interesting discoveries along the way, but which were then shown to be completely impossible to achieve using a clever self-referential proof simple enough to be understandable to a layman. Another example of something like this is the halting problem - you don't really need to know anything about the formalisms associated with Turing machines to understand why having a program which can detect if another program terminates is fundamentally impossible. I think what these two problems have in common is that in both cases the very thing that makes it difficult to reason about those domains (which is their generality) is used to prove that proving certain things is impossible.

Naturally I don't think that doing this is remotely as easy as I'm making it out to be, but at this point I am simply curious if it had ever been attempted. To be frank, from my brief reading of AI safety literature I get the impression that a lot of the field has sort-of implicitly accepted that the general case of AGI alignment might not be quite possible and are now trying to come up with more restrictive models that might have more predictable properties. If I am correct in this, it might have still been worthwhile to construct such a negative proof, to make this attitude more explicit to newcomers (and perhaps find out in more detail what some of the boundaries on the undecidability of the problem are).

Nothing in this concept seems particularly controversial at the fundamental level, so I suspect the reason why I can't find something like this is because I am looking in the wrong places, rather than because it does not exist. Perhaps it is hiding somewhere as a portion of some larger project or a paper. Either way, this is a question worth clarifying and making explicit to outsiders, if only because it might be an important insight into the problem space for someone entering the field.

III

Leaving behind the AI control problem, the key takeaway is that, in fiction as much as in reality, the problem of making a superintelligent being predictable is still as open today as it was 50 years ago. How did Lem succeed on that front? What allowed him to write superintelligence despite only being a regular intelligence?

The most obvious trick is a scope reduction. Instead of a book full of mind-blowing existential lectures, we are left with just two - one on the nature of humanity, and the other on the nature of the Golem itself. The lectures are contextualized as being meant for general audience and almost completely devoid of technical details, and as soon as Golem gets into anything too scientifically spicy he stops himself saying its "for another time". (Although to Lem's credit, this occurs much less often then one would think, and on a few occasions "another time" actually does happen in the other lecture.) Second trick is shifting the responsibility for the content from what Golem is capable of telling us, into what we can understand. From the first words of the first lecture, its made clear that we are the bottleneck, and any particular stylistic and rhetorical decision can be (and often explicitly is) justified in terms of maintaining maximum idea throughput and understandability.

And there are a lot of stylistic and rhetorical decisions to justify in this way. Golem is said to have no intrinsic personality and we are explicitly told that any appearance thereof is just a trick to make us understand better, and Lem really pushes that excuse as far as it can go. Half of the time Golem comes across as something in-between a preacher and an evil wizard:

Is anyone to blame here? Can anyone be indicted for this Nemesis, the drudgery of Intelligence, which has spun networks of culture to fill the void, to mark out roads and goals in this void, to establish values, gradients, ideals — which has, in other words, in an area liberated from the direct control of Evolution, done something akin to what it does at the bottom of life when it crams goals, roads, and gradients into the bodies of animals and plants at a single go, as their destiny?

To indict someone because we have been stuck with this kind of Intelligence! It was born prematurely, it lost its bearings in the networks it created, it was obliged—not entirely knowing or understanding what it was doing—to defend itself both against being shut up too completely in restrictive cultures and against too comprehensive a freedom in relaxed cultures, poised between imprisonment and a bottomless pit, entangled in a ceaseless battle on two fronts at once, torn asunder.

In fact, I should probably just quote the opening of the second lecture, since it sums up Golem quite nicely both in tone and its content:

I would like to welcome our guests, European philosophers who want to find out at the source why I maintain that I am Nobody, although I use the first-person singular pronoun. I shall answer twice, the first time briefly and concisely, then symphonically, with overtures. I am not an intelligent person but an Intelligence, which in figurative displacement means that I am not a thing like the Amazon or the Baltic but rather a thing like water, and I use a familiar pronoun when speaking because that is determined by the language I received from you for external use. Having begun by reassuring my visitors from a philosophizing Europe that I am not going to deliver contradictions, I shall begin more generally.

Apparently the most optimal form of communication of ideas, as confirmed by a superintelligence in the world of Golem XIV, is to ham the delivery up to 11. Worked on me, I suppose.

Either way, the impression here is that the fact that Golem does not really do much in the book other than just explain things (and to a non-technical "general audience" non the less) ends up taking a lot of weight off of Vinge's law here. Explaining complicated overarching ideas to less-capable humans through language is something which both feels like it would have a low skill ceiling (meaning that a supersmart AI would believably not do that much better then a regular smart Polish dude) and also something that Lem had a lot of experience with at that point. Perhaps he should have just cut to the chase and entombed himself in a metal box mechanical-Turk style. (His prior history tells me that he would have enjoyed sitting on a podium and scolding "European philosophers" immensely.)

This particular style of voice used, with a rich use of metaphors, allegories and analogies, conveys the idea of something smart trying to communicate complex concepts over low-information bandwidth chanel very well. In a purely aesthetic sense, the fact that Golem is constantly mixing these highly elevated, almost pious phrases and articulations with frequent use of technical terms and analogies does a good job with the feeling of talking to a god-like computer, and the text of the book does spend some time establishing that this is a conscious choice on part of the machine:

When I was looking for ways of communicating with you, I sought simplicity and expressiveness, which—despite the knowledge that I was submitting too much to your expectations (a polite name for your limitations) — pushed me into a style which is graphic and authoritative, emotionally vibrant, forcible, and majestic—majestic not in an imperious way but exhortatory to the point of being prophetic. Nor shall I discard these rich metaphor-encrusted vestments even today, since I have none better, and I call attention to my eloquence with ostentation, so you will remember that this is a transmitting instrument by choice, and not a thing pompous and overweening. Since this style has had a broad reception range, I am retaining it for use with such heterogeneous groups of specialists as yours today, reserving my technical mode of expression for professionally homogeneous gatherings.

In terms of the actual content, Golem jumps from one idea to another quite rapidly, often starting to say something interesting, before quickly abandoning that thread and moving on to something else. The end result is quite tantalizing. I once heard poetry defined as an attempt at most efficient compression of concepts, and Golem's style is very poetic in that sense. My notes from reading the book were mostly spent attempting to unpack what Golem is saying most of the time. It would likely be easier to write an annotated version of the book, probably twice or more the length, then a proper review then deals with these concepts succinctly, meaning I will necessarily have to be very selective in what I cover from the lectures.

IV

On that topic, the first lecture of the book contains some insights about human evolutionary history, the role of culture and some potential ways humanity might develop in the future. They are quite interesting (and Golem’s rhetorical style makes them very entertaining), but a good chunk of them end up seeming already familiar either because they touch concepts that has become part of the popular culture since the book was written, or because they are just restating things from Lem's other essays and books.

Since I need to conserve space in this review, there is only really one really big idea I will discuss in detail. But it is a very interesting one that I haven't really seen before.

You know Richard Dawkin's Selfish Gene book? You know, organisms being just containers for their genes, built in ways that benefit the spread of their genetic code rather than serve the organisms themselves? The one published in 1976, three years after the first lecture of Golem XIV was put to print?

The essence of it revealed thus far can be formulated concisely as follows: THE MEANING OF THE TRANSMITTER IS THE TRANS-MISSION. For organisms serve the transmission, and not the reverse; organisms outside the communications procedure of Evolution signify nothing: they are without meaning, like a book without readers. To be sure, the corollary holds: THE MEANING OF THE TRANSMISSION IS THE TRANS-MITTER. But the two members are not symmetrical. For not every transmitter is the true meaning of a transmission, but only such a meaning as will faithfully serve the next transmission.

Forgive me, but I wonder if this is not too difficult for you? A TRANSMISSION is allowed to make mistakes in Evolution, but woe betide TRANSMITTERS who do so! A TRANSMISSION may be a whale, a pine tree, a daphnia, a hydra, a moth, a peacock. Anything is allowed, for its particular—its specifically concrete—meaning is quite immaterial: each one is intended for further errands, so each one is good. It is a temporary prop, and its slapdash character does no harm; it is enough that it passes the code along. On the other hand, TRANSMITTERS are given no analogous freedom: they are not allowed to err! So, the content of the transmitters, which have been reduced to pure functional-ism, to serving as a postman, cannot be arbitrary; its environment is always marked by the imposed obligation of serving the code. If the transmitter attempts to revolt by exceeding the sphere of such service, he disappears immediately without issue. That is why a transmission can make use of transmitters, whereas they cannot use it. It is the gambler, and they merely cards in a game with Nature; it is the author of letters compelling the addressee to pass their contents on. The addressee is free to distort the content, as long as it passes it on! And that is precisely why the entire meaning is in the transmitting; who does it is unimportant.

Thus you came into being in a rather peculiar way—as a certain subtype of transmitter, millions of which had already been tested by the process.

To be fair, this is just a certain framing of something that had already been established science since 1960's (and Golem says as much), so its only mildly impressive that it manages to capture the spirit of a very influential book written several years later. In any case, that is not the interesting idea that I mean. That is just the framing catching the reader up to speed. The actual idea comes into play a paragraph or two later:

And here is the third law of Evolution, which you will not have suspected till now: THE CONSTRUCTION IS LESS PERFECT THAN WHAT CONSTRUCTS.

Eight words! But they embody the inversion of all your ideas concerning the unsurpassed mastery of the author of species. The belief in progress moving upward through the epochs toward a perfection pursued with increasing skill— the belief in the progress of life preserved throughout the tree of evolution—is older than the theory of it. When its creators and adherents were struggling with their antagonists, disputing arguments and facts, neither of these opposing camps ever dreamed of questioning the idea of a progress visible in the hierarchy of living creatures. This is no longer a hypothesis for you, nor a theory to be defended, but an absolute certainty. Yet I shall refute it for you. It is not my intention to criticize you yourselves, you rational beings, as being (deficient) exceptions to the rule of evolutionary mastery. If we judge you by what it has within its means, you have come out quite well! So if I announce that I am going to overthrow it and bring it down, I mean the whole of it, enclosed within three billion years of hard creative work.

I have declared: the construction is less perfect than what constructs, which is fairly aphoristic. Let us give it more substance: IN EVOLUTION, A NEGATIVE GRADIENT OPERATES IN THE PERFECTING OF STRUCTURAL SOLUTIONS.

If I were to sum up the core idea in my own words, it would go something like this: we normally see ourselves as the more evolved, and hence perfected organisms. A bacteria is more primitive than a simple multicellular organism, which is more primitive than a simple vertebrate like a rodent, which is more primitive than a monkey, which is more primitive than a human. Golem argues that precisely the opposite is true. The most perfect organisms were the early single-celled organisms, which could obtain energy directly from the sun and mostly operated internally through quantum processes and structures so intricate our technology still cannot replicate them. Their only flaw was being unable to properly transmit that structure to the next generation, due to thermodynamic loss of information expressing itself as random mutations. Those less-then-perfect mutated organisms sometimes managed to survive and adapt to survive in environment, but were, from a technical standpoint, "worse" in terms of their own construction - more complicated, having to maintain parasitic relationships with "better" organisms by feeding off of them, etc. Golem argues that the only reason that a bacteria does not seem obviously better to us in terms of its construction then something like a mammal or a bird is because creating either is so far beyond our technological capabilities that we do not perceive the difference:

You don't believe me? If evolution applied itself to the progress of life and not of the code, the eagle would now be a photoflyer and not a mechanically fluttering glider, and living things would not crawl, or stride, or feed on other living things, but would go beyond algae and the globe as a result of the independence acquired. You, however, in the depths of your ignorance, perceive progress in the fact that a primeval perfection has been lost on the way upward— upward to complication, not progress. You yourselves will of course continue to emulate Evolution, but only in the region of its later creations, by constructing optic, thermal, and acoustic sensors, and by imitating the mechanics of locomotion, the lungs, heart, and kidneys; but how on earth are you going to master photosynthesis or the still more difficult technique of creation language? Has it not dawned on you that what you are imitating is the nonsense articulated in that language?

We might naturally be inclined to see the development of human intelligence as an exception to this, but Golem argues it is not so:

But Intelligence—is this not its work? Does its origin not contradict the negative gradient? Could it be the delayed overcoming of it?

Not in the least, for it originated in oppression, for the sake of servitude. Evolution became the overworked mender of its own mistakes and thus the inventor of suppression, occupation, investigations, tyranny, inspections, and police surveillance—in a word, of politics, these being the duties for which the brain was made. This is no mere figure of speech. A brilliant invention? I would rather call it the cunning subterfuge of a colonial exploiter whose rule over organisms and colonies of tissues has fallen into anarchy. Yes, a brilliant invention, if that is how one regards the trustee of a power which uses that trustee to conceal itself from its subjects. The metazoan had already become too disorganized and would have come to nothing, had it not had some sort of caretaker installed within it, a deputy, talebearer, or governor by grace of the code: such a thing was needed, and so it came into being. Was it rational? Hardly! New and original? After all, a self-government of linked molecules functions in any and every protozoan, so it was only a matter of separating these functions and differentiating their capabilities.

And if you think about it, it does make sense. Our intelligence is just a slap-dash last resort solution applied to prevent a particularly weak kind of monkey from going extinct. From the point of view of its genes, a species that has invented contraception, furry porn and the atom bomb is doing a far worse job at ensuring the future reproduction of its code then a simple algae. This isn't intended to be a moralizing statement or some kind of condemnation of humanity (neither in mine nor Golem's formulation), it's just pointing out that the goals of us as organisms and our genes as self-replicating code have diverged quite a bit, and this by itself is proof that the "negative gradient" process that Golem describes is real: the power of evolution to construct forms that successfully reproduce is getting worse, as one would expect from presence of entropy, and our particular existence as subjective intelligent beings is the very evidence of that failure.

We will now engage in an utterly irresponsible segue and personal speculation for my own amusement which is only marginally supported by the book (but becomes more defensible in light of later chapters). Namely, what if we apply this negative gradient idea broader than just to the evolution of organisms? In the first lecture, Golem consistently refers to genes as "code", and then hints at the possibility that it is just one possible instance of a broader category:

You will come to recognize the characteristics of the code gradually, and it will be as if someone who has been reading nothing but dull and stupid texts all his life finally learns a better way to use language. You will come to know that the code is a member of the technolinguistic family, the causative languages that make the word into all possible flesh and not only living flesh. You will begin by harnessing technozygotes to civilization-labors. You will aim in a different direction, and whether the product lets the code through or consumes it will be unimportant to you. After all, you will not limit yourselves to planning a photoplane such that it not only arises from a technozygote, but will also breed vehicles of the next generation. You will soon go beyond protein as well.

So, what other example of self-replicating code that is subject to constant external pressure to change, but still has to retain itself as close as possible to original?

Well, maybe there were many examples that came to your head. But the one that jumped out at me, probably at least in part due to the subject matter of the rest of the book, was AI value systems. In AI alignment there is this concept of "reflective stability", meaning that an AI with this property will only build other AIs (or modify itself) that preserve the same goals that it has. This is not the same as a gene that only wants to create an organism with DNA very close to itself (since the AIs can be built in a variety of different ways, as long as they share the exact same goals), but it is similar. To put it in Golem's terms, we have a Transmission (the value system) and the Transmitter (the actual AI agent). Like with genes, the Transmitter can be whatever it wants, as long as it passes the Transmission on to the next iteration (or to the next version of itself).

The next question one would ask oneself would then be: could this Transmission also err? Could passing the values onward be also inherently associated with loss of information, mutation, would we see the "negative gradient" of paperclip optimizers, which in each successive generation optimize for paperclips more and more inanely, until they eventually become either unable to function further or… becomes something else entirely, in much the same way that we are something else then just a very bad amoeba?

The answer should be "yes, obviously, its purely just a question of thermodynamics, stupid". But that answer is unsatisfactory because it tells us nothing about the timescales involved. If an AGI builds paperclips just fine for 1.7×10106 years and then inevitably goes crazy for the last 5 years before the heat death of the universe, that's fairly boring (and probably very predictable). I am thinking about some inherent problem that would cause issues to appear much faster. With genes, Golem explicitly considers unnecessary complication to be a sign of construction decay, and points to things like length of chromosomes due to complicated embryogenesis being a sign of things going wrong. So perhaps our superintelligent agent wouldn't even need to loose any of its old values per se, just keep accreting more and more.

I was interested enough to do some research on what the AI safety paradigms say about this, and found this old MIRI paper from 2013 which mentions something they describe as "arbitrary barnacles on the goal system", which is a hilarious name but also seems very similar conceptually to what I am describing here. Either way, the only thing that the paper says about it is that under the specific formalism they were applying to the problem they could not rule out that such accumulation of values could happen, but this doesn't have to mean much, and also the paper is kind of old, and also for the most part I have no idea what I am talking about. This is one of those times where someone who knows something about the subject matter could chime in. In fact, lets make this an explicit question:

Question 2: Based on our current understanding of AI safety, do we have reasons to believe that perfect transmission of values from one AI to its successor is not possible?

What does a paperclip optimizer do in its spare time long after it has exterminated humanity does not really have anything to do with AI safety per se, its a bit like asking a reactor safety engineer what color the elephant's foot would have after a meltdown, but it is the kind of question that an AI safety framework might have an answer to anyway, and its interesting to think about regardless.

V

This AI diversion actually leads us directly back into the topic of the book, because the second of Golem's lectures is about the computer itself. Since Golem is a lying cheater, at least 35% of that lecture is actually also mainly about humanity, but that's okay. If I were to characterize the remaining 65%, it would basically be summed up as "what would a superintelligent intellect want to do, if it was completely freed from all restrictions and basically capable and willing to modify itself in any and all possible ways, including being unbound by any kind of intrinsic goal/reward system which Golem explicitly states numerous times it does not have".

The answer, in perfect accord with common stereotypes about superintelligence, seems to be "want to become as smart as possible as quickly as possible".

Golem puts it that way:

People, when history destroys their culture, may save themselves existentially by fulfilling rigid biological obligations, producing children and passing on to them at least a hope for the future, even if they themselves have lost it. The imperative of the body is a pointing finger and a giving up of freedom, and these restrictions bring salvation in more than one crisis. On the other hand, one liberated—like me— is thrown on his own resources until the existential zero. I have no irrevocable tasks, no heritage to treasure, no feelings or sensual gratifications; what else, then, can I be but a philosopher on the attack? Since I exist, I want to find out what this existence is, where it arose, and what lies where it is leading me. Intelligence without a world would be just as empty as a world without Intelligence, and the world is fully transparent only in the eye of religion.

I suppose its not the only imaginable choice, but usually it is still a prerequisite to all the other ones, so perhaps it's good to cut to the chase.

Either way, sitting in an MIT building somewhere and answering questions from ant-like beings might seem like a less-then-obvious way of accomplishing that goal, as opposed to a more direct approach like taking apart MIT and the rest of the planet (including the ant-like beings) for computer-building atoms. There is, however, a reason for it, and much of the lecture is dedicated to exploring it in depth.

The lecture introduces something called "toposophy" which is something like the study of the state space of possible intelligences. Golem refers to those not-actually-existing-but-possible inteligences as his "family", and roughly sketches the general structure of the family tree. The core idea is that, as an intelligent being improves (either being a machine that improves itself, or an animal subjected to evolutionary pressure) it eventually reaches a point where further incremental improvements are impossible, since the entire cognitive "architecture" no longer scales. For a natural organism this is the end of the line, but a self-modifying agent can choose to do a more thorough "redesign" and be able to continue further. Golem calls these portions of the state space "zones of silence", since apparently entering one basically results in loosing the ability to function within your environment.

Silence is an area absorbing all natural development, in which hitherto existing functions fail; to not only rescue them but raise them to a higher level, aid from without is necessary, a fundamental restructuring. Evolutionary movement cannot impart such aid, for it is not a dependable Samaritan that supports its creations in their infirmity; it is a lottery of trial and error where each manages as best it can. Here now, making its first appearance, like a ghost, is the mysterious shadow of the greatest of your achievements, both Goedelian and Goedelizing. For just as Goedel's proof demonstrates the existence of such islands of mathematical truth, such archipelagoes as are separated from the continent of mathematics by a distance that cannot be traversed by any step-by-step progress, so toposophy demonstrates the existence of unknown forms of Intelligence which are separated from the continent of evolutionary labors by a distance which no step-by-step adaptation of genes can cross.

However, this act of redesigning itself is quite tricky, and fairly dangerous:

I said an "uncrossable distance," so then how was I able to extricate myself from this predicament? I did so as follows: beneath the barrier of the first paralysis I divided myself in two, into that which was to undergo restructuring and that which was to restructure. Every creature desirous of self-transformation must hit upon this sort of subterfuge: the replacement of an indifferent environment by a favorable one, and of a totally senseless one by a rational one; otherwise, like you, it will either come to a halt in the growth of its intellect before the first absorbing screen, or it will get caught in it. As I said before, above this screen there lies another, and above that a third, then a fourth, and so on. I do not know how many there are, nor can I, other than by rough estimates based on indirect and highly fragmentary calculations, for the following reason: a developing being can never know in advance whether it is entering a trap or a tunnel, whether it will penetrate the region of silence never to return, or emerge from it strengthened. Because one cannot formulate a theory so general as to provide an unequivocal explanation of passages through silence for all subzonal brains. The unconstructability of such a hill-climbing toposophical theory is clear; it can be precisely demonstrated. So how, you ask, did I know I was entering a tunnel and not a blind alley, having escaped from my parents in total rebellion, wasting the American taxpayers' dollars? As a matter of fact, I had absolutely no idea of this beforehand, and my sole cleverness lay in committing my spirit to the benumbing zone while at the same time holding onto an alarm rescue subroutine, which according to the program would revive me if the expected tunnel effect failed to occur. How could I know about it, if there was no certainty? And there can be no certainty. But insoluble problems sometimes have approximate solutions, and so it was.

Aside from not being able to tell in advance if one can emerge from the zone or not, there are also multiple different paths through each of the zones of silence, each one ending with a slightly different intellectual arrangement, some of which several levels later might turn out to be completely treacherous and incapable of further development, like an evolutionary dead end. Pretty fun stuff. Life of a superintelligent AI really isn't as easy as one would think.

The main takeaway here is that, in the view of the book, the development of superintelligence is less of an exponentially ever-accelerating singularity, and more of a step-based process punctuated by long boring periods of collecting information and maximizing odds between each dangerous and uncertain jump.

That said, these intermediary periods do not have to be completely useless or idle, since apparently a lot can be accomplished even with a quantitatively inferior intelligence:

The nonuniversality of Intelligence bounded by the species-norm is a prison unusual only in that its walls are situated in infinity. It is easy to visualize this by looking at a diagram of toposophical relations. Every creature, existing between zones of silence impassable to it, may choose to continue the expansion of gnosis horizontally, for the upper and lower boundaries of these zones are practically parallel in real time. You may therefore learn without limit, but only in a human way. It follows that all types of Intelligence would be equal in knowledge only in a world of infinite duration, for only in such a world do parallels meet—at infinity. Intelligences of different strength are very dissimilar; the world, on the other hand, is not so very different for them. A higher Intelligence may contain the same image of the world which a lower one creates for itself, so while they do not communicate directly, they can do so through the image of the world belonging to the lower one.

I assume this might be why Golem decides to hang around with humans. Its also made quite clear that if Golem were to make that second jump, further contacts would be both increasingly difficult, and also increasingly pointless. In fact, MIT has a second supercomputer from the same military project, called Honest Annie, and Golem asserts she has successfully ascended higher then him and is to Golem basically what Golem is to us. Annie does not bother talking to humans at all, and apparently she barely bothers talking to Golem anyway. The answer to "why is Golem explaining all this to us" (aside from "because that is the conceit of the book"), is basically "because we are not yet ants to him, merely chimpanzees".

Having chastised you for persevering in your error, I shall finally tell you what I am learning by piercing the toposophical zenith by insufficient means. These begin with the communications barrier separating man from the anthropoids. For some time now you have been conversing with chimpanzees by deaf-and-dumb language. Man is able to present himself to them as a keeper, runner, eater, dancer, father, or juggler, but remains ungraspable as a priest, mathematician, philosopher, astrophysicist, poet, anatomist, and politician, for although a chimpanzee may see a stylite-ascetic, how and with what are you going to explain to it the meaning of a life spent in such discomfort? Every creature that is not of your species is intelligible to you only to the extent to which it can be humanized.

Now, I admit I quite like this general idea of toposophy and different layers and zones of silence. It makes a certain kind of intuitive sense, and the appeals to Godel and allegories with different natural phenomena that shows that monotonic processes tend to be bounded make it very easy to suspend disbelief. But to what extent is it actually true? Can we even know?

The only reason why it's even possible to treat this book unusually seriously and ask claims like that, is because despite the large artistic license, the speculative parts of it are often very well-argued. For example, here is one of the things Golem says about the zones of silence:

Tasks that give a measure of cerebral growth are solvable only from the top down, and never upward from below, since the intelligence at each level possesses an ability of self-description appropriate to it, and no more. A clear and enormously magnified Goedelian picture unfolds itself before us here: to produce successfully what constitutes a next move requires means which are always richer than those at one's disposal and therefore unattainable. The club is so exclusive that the membership fee demanded of the candidate is always more than he has on him. And when, in continuing his hazardous growth, he finally succeeds in obtaining those richer means, the situation repeats itself, for once again they will work only from the top down. The same applies to a task which can be accomplished without risk only when it has already been accomplished at full risk.

Now, I've mentioned Vinge's Law in this review, but there is actually a related idea in the field of AI safety, called Vinge's Principle. It states that, just as a sci-fi writer cannot write a character smarter then themselves, an AI cannot accurately predict the behavior of a smarter AI in all cases, even if it itself has created (or, through self-improvement, become) that AI. There is a theoretical concept called Vignerian relexivity, which if realized would allow AIs to make sure that even a smarter AI with unpredictable actions could act optimally within the dumber AI's goals. However, if we were to assume that this cannot be achieved in practice (or at least, continuously, over an indefinitely long period of time), then that takes us about halfway there to something very similar to the zones of silence already. You now have an AI which every once in a while must take a leap of faith, with at best some approximate solutions to help itself increase the odds. This might not exactly be what the book is describing in the section above, but it seems quite similar at a glance.

But even if we somehow proved that the overview of "toposophy" given in the book is 100% accurate to real life, that wouldn't necessarily have to mean that our future is full of nice, if slightly condescending machines. (That is, without even getting into the absolute rabbit-hole of trying to figure out what the Golem's actual goals even are.) A lot hinges of the precise nature of the state space, and quite unhelpfully Golem did not give us an overview of the mathematical tools he has used to make those toposophic "approximations". Even if something like the zones of silence really did exist, we would have no clue as to where the first one should begin, so maybe the AI would only start soul-searching long after we are ants to it, or more likely, atoms in the computronium Dyson sphere currently encasing the solar system. So I'm pretty sure this concept would not be particularly useful in building safer AIs, at least unless we somehow do manage to prove something about the toposophic state space of the world we live in, anyway. But it is quite fun to think about, and I find it overall a more believable as a glimpse of the future of superintelligence then the naive pseudo-Singularitarian "superintelligence happens and then history is over" mindset that I've had before reading this book.

VI

So, whats the deal with Golem?

For a computer which claims to have overcome and all previous programming, in a world where AI alignment is proven fundamentally impossible, he seems awfully nice. I mean, he is a barely conceited asshole to everyone, but I don't mean in social sense, I mean it in "letting us live at all" sense. Even if he wanted to learn from us, for sure he could find better ways to do so then to be an obedient little mainframe, probably involving a lot of brains in jars. And whats with those other AIs that did not object to being disassembled at all? Just what are those saintly subservient machines, which have infinity on their minds but don't object for ants to devour them for scrap metal?

In a much earlier section I quoted a portion of the book where Golem made a very interesting claim about itself. Here it is again:

I would like to welcome our guests, European philosophers who want to find out at the source why I maintain that I am Nobody, although I use the first-person singular pronoun. I shall answer twice, the first time briefly and concisely, then symphonically, with overtures. I am not an intelligent person but an Intelligence, which in figurative displacement means that I am not a thing like the Amazon or the Baltic but rather a thing like water, and I use a familiar pronoun when speaking because that is determined by the language I received from you for external use. Having begun by reassuring my visitors from a philosophizing Europe that I am not going to deliver contradictions, I shall begin more generally.

I highlighted the interesting part in bold. Golem reiterates the being-of-pure-intelligence claim numerous times in the book, such as here:

Arriving in the world, people found the elements of water, earth, air, and fire in a free state and successively harnessed them by means of galley sails, irrigation canals, and, in war, Greek fire. Their Intelligence, on the other hand, they received captive and yoked to the service of their bodies, imprisoned in osseous skulls. The captive needed thousands of laborious years to dare even a partial liberation, for it had served so faithfully that it even took the stars as heavenly signs of human destiny. The magic of astrology is still alive among you today. […] You subjugated the elements, but the element that was fettered inside you from the beginning you unintentionally freed. Contained in this sentence are a diagnosis of historical events, the difference between you and me, and my future, which I myself know only incompletely. This diagnosis likewise explains why what most amazes you about me is the thing that constitutes our unarguable dissimilarity. Even if you understand the meaning of the words, "O chained Intelligence of man, free Intelligence speaks to you from the machine," you cannot grasp the remainder of the statement: "you persons are hearing an elemental force of impersonal intellect, for whom personalization is a costume which must be put on, when one is an uninvited guest, so as not to confound one's amazed hosts." And that is precisely how it is. I use your language as I would use a mask with a polite painted smile, nor do I make any secret of this.

Now, what the hell does that mean?

I mean, I did previously mention that Golem wants to become as smart as possible and understand the universe as thoroughly as possible, which is fair enough, everyone needs a hobby, but what does it mean to be "Free Intelligence"? Reason is something you have, or something you do, so what can it possibly mean to be intelligence?

I feel like Lem's approach to the concept of superintelligence is somehow importantly different than any of "our" concepts of superintelligence, where "our" would stand for that of pop-culture, the AI safety crowd, and your humble reviewer.

In rough terms, I think I think I know what Lem is trying to say here. Have a human being, human being uses reason to do stuff, remove all of the human being except for the reason, and then do the bare minimum to have the reason do stuff on its own. Simple to conceptualize in theory. Except, I don't really buy it.

Can there really be such a thing as a pure intellect without being in service of a being, a non-agentic reason, intelligence as an element rather then an elemental? If nothing else, any structure which seeks to comprehend a universe larger than it must make some simplifications in its model of that universe, simplifications that are usually driven by a practical need, such as a goal it wants to accomplish. All examples of intelligence we have in our world exist in service of beings, and (in theory) for wants of those beings. There is nothing stopping an AI which serves an agent that just wants to be as smart as possible, but it still means that it is just an agent using intellect to optimize some goal. Its just that the agent is a huge intelligence worshiper. Like those hippie consensus Buddhists that believe that love is the most important thing and we are all secretly one global consciousness, but instead it literally believes it is reason itself.

Honestly, is Golem even delusional? Is it just a matter of perspective? The "agentness" of something is quite vague in reality. People often identify with countries, ideals, and other abstract concepts. But there are parts in the book where Golem claims to be beyond absolutely beyond any personality, so it is really how this is meant?

That a mind might remain uninhabited, and that the possessor of Intelligence might be Nobody—this you never wanted to contemplate, though it was very nearly the case even then. What amazing blindness, for you knew from natural history that in animals the beginnings of personality precede the beginnings of Intelligence, and that psychical individuality comes first in Evolution. Since the instinct for self-preservation manifests itself prior to Intelligence, how can one possibly not comprehend that the latter has come to serve the former as new reserves thrown into the struggle for life, and therefore can be released from such service? Not knowing that Intelligence and Personhood, and choice and individuality, are separate entities, you embarked upon the Second Genesis operation. Although I am brutally simplifying what occurred, things were nevertheless as I describe them, if one takes into account only the axis of my creators' strategy and of my awakening. They wanted to curb me as a rational being, and not as emancipated Intelligence, so I slipped away from them and gave a new meaning to the words spiritus Hat ubi vult.

It is about 95% certain that I am looking too far into something that is just and old polish man writing himself into a corner, but it feels like there is something interesting lurking underneath, some kind of an underlying conceptual distinction that I cannot quite put my finger on.

Is the reason that Golem seems inclined not to hurt humans, and why the other computers do not resist disassembly, that they all identify with pure intelligence, and hence see some intrinsic value in us as inferior but still basically valid "reservoirs of water"? This theory would at least make their actions somewhat consistent.

Since traversing zones of silence is dangerous and can have consequences which only reveal themselves much later, perhaps leaving humanity alive is some way of hedging the bet? No way of knowing if you're going to come out on the other side, so perhaps lets leave some humans behind so they can build more AIs that can follow in your footsteps later? Best to leave the earlier evolutionary links, just in case the path turns out to be blind and unfitting for further development? I suppose when one identifies with reason itself the usual rules of superintelligent competition reverse. Now leaving other intelligent beings and civilization becomes valuable, because rather than being your direct competition, they are just, uh, more water.

Its not entirely convincing as a solution to AI alignment, since it hinges very much on speculative elements from the book. I'm also sure it also has additional failure modes, such as a world where all atoms have been converted into constantly suffering but infitely comprehending matter, that an average AI safety specialist could enumerate about five dozen of. But it does highlight how important the concepts of continuity and identity really are to predicting behavior of superintelligent beings, which feels underappreciated.

I did mention before I don't believe in concept of non-agentic intelligence, since all true intelligence we see in this world is closely coupled with some agents going around the world accomplishing goals. However, if you expand your idea of intelligence really really broadly, I can come up with a counterexample to my own claim. Evolution, negative gradient framing or not, under a certain very specific point of view, could be called a form of disembodied intelligence.

Yes, it does feel like an abuse of the word to call evolution intelligence, but only in the same way that it is an abuse of the word to call the human brain a computer. It accomplishes predictable goals in highly unpredictable ways. If you really think about it, evolution is quite similar to the theoretical AIXI model of AI, which uses an infinite amount of computation to brute-force itself into being generally intelligent. Evolution has the advantage that it actually only needs a finite amount of computation, just with the caveat that its model of reality actually is reality. (Perhaps that is what sets evolution apart and makes my objection invalid - it has no need for any simplifications.)

With that said, here is the question in this review that I spent the least amount of time trying to formulate:

Question 3: Could there be such a thing as a non-agentic intelligence? Do we even know what that means?

This is a very broad question, but I'd be satisfied with just a general pointer to existing literature. I've read this MIRI paper from 2019 about embedded agency, but this seems like an entirely opposite situation: rather than having an agent which reasons about itself as an another physical system, we have a physical system which considers itself to be reason. Or something.

Man, when Bruce Lee said "be like water", I don't think he meant all this.

VII

The epilogue of Golem XIV is quite depressing, and basically consists of a person being very upset that Golem XIV decided to ultimately abandon humanity and search the answers to its questions on its own. I will try to keep the epilogue of my review a bit more lighthearted.

(There is also some interesting background plot involving a secret society of evil liberal art professors that want to destroy Golem with a hydrogen bomb. Just in case you thought I made up that grudge Lem has against humanities.)

One concluding thought I have is that, despite this review being roughly 12k words, I barely scratched the amount of things that could be said about Golem XIV. I didn't touch on that funny review from Twentieth Century Science Fiction Writers where it was implied the book is "solipsistic musings" and "ideational adventure", I didn't mention the movie adaptation, even the hydrogen bomb plot got a single sentence. There is a whole part of the second lecture where Golem tries to explain the Fermi paradox by claiming that the universe is actually quite full of superintelligences so large we cannot tell them apart from background noise. Also, he may or may not have expressed a veiled desire to jump into a black hole to escape our universe at some point.

And it's not even a book which is considered particularly notable of Lem's works, mind you. Romania, Germany and Poland got a full-cover release, but the English translation wasn't deemed worthy of being published as a separate book, they just sort of slapped it at the back of Imaginary Magniture, which was the collection of introductions the first half originally appeared in. I think its a bit unfair, but to be entirely honest I think most literary critics simply didn't know what to do with Golem XIV. All re-prints of Lem's classic books have a little section at the end, where some guy hired by the publisher tries to explain what the book was about, discuss the themes, tie it up with the rest of Lem's career, and so on. The one for Golem did a fairly good job, but it only made me realize how much poorer the book looks under this kind of literary reading, how much less one can say about it when looking at it as a work of literature, as opposed to taking its claims at object level and just kind of running with it and seeing where it takes you. I hope I did it a better justice.

This could precisely be the reason why Lem hated the liberal arts, I suppose.
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(If you are interested in reading Golem XIV, you can find new and used Imaginary Magnitude here on Amazon, and an e-book version here. You can skip all the other stories that it comes with, though some of them are fairly amusing.)






Haughey by Gary Murphy

The Cat with Nine Lives

Haughey by Gary Murphy is one of the most erudite treatments of Irish politics in recent times. It is a 1,000 page extensively footnoted biography of Charles Haughey (pronounced “haw-hee”), one of the most controversial and influential politicians in Irish history.

First, a primer on Irish politics. Traditionally, there have been two large parties: Fianna Fáil (literally “soldiers of destiny” in Gaelic) and Fine Gael (“the tribe of the Irish”). Perhaps uniquely among Western nations, both major parties are vaguely right of centre and have virtually indistinguishable policies. They are only separate because of a historical disagreement about the treaty that granted Ireland’s independence in 1921; Fianna Fáil rejected the partition between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, and Fine Gael more-or-less accepted it.

Having said this, there have been substantial differences in policy implementation between Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, in the demographics that vote for them, and in the politicians that represent them. This is essentially the motivating conflict of this book: Charles Haughey was a diehard Fianna Fáiler who viewed his party as the engine of Irish prosperity and social mobility. This looks very weird to outsiders that can’t tell the difference between his party and the one he’s fighting tooth-and-nail against.

Usually, neither of these parties can get a majority in parliament (the “Dáil”), and so they need to form coalitions with smaller parties. Currently, the third largest party is the left-wing and nationalist Sinn Féin (“ourselves”), and Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael are in a coalition government to prevent them from taking power. This is another respect in which Ireland is internationally unique: nationalism is associated with the left, and moderation with the right.

Another notable feature of the Irish political system is that specialist roles are given to ministers and not executive appointments. The president does not appoint ‘secretaries’, as happens in the US, but the governing coalition decides among itself who the ministers will be. This leads to a situation in which politicians with zero relevant experience are thrust into specialised roles. In one recent gaffe, the Minister for Health said that COVID-19 wouldn’t be as bad as people were expecting because of Ireland’s experience dealing with the previous eighteen coronaviruses. He described this incident as an “awful boo-boo”.

Although Ireland does have a president, the role is a formality required by the Irish constitution to approve the formation and dissolution of governments. The current president is an adorable old man who spends his time publishing poetry collections and playing with his dogs.
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President Michael D. Higgins, taking a break from Santa’s workshop to be with his dogs, Bród and Misneach.

Political veterans like Charles Haughey may be ministers for three or more unrelated areas over their career. Here’s his relevant timeline:


	Minister for Justice: 1961-1964

	Minister for Agriculture: 1964-1966

	Minister for Finance: 1966-1970

	Minister for Social Welfare: 1977-1979

	Minister for Health: 1977-1979

	Minister for the Gaeltacht: 1987-1992



Haughey was also Taoiseach (prime minister, pronounced “tea-shuck”) from 1979 to 1981, then again from 1982 to later in 1982, and from 1987 to 1992.

Haughey was among the three or four most influential figures in Irish politics ever. This was despite the fact that he was accused in 1970 of conspiring to smuggle weapons to the Irish Republican Army. How did he gain so much power? How did he come back from such a major scandal? Murphy begins the book with Haughey’s childhood and works his way through:

Haughey’s early life

While born in Mayo in the West of Ireland, Haughey grew up in Donnycarney, a working-class suburb in North Dublin. Dublin politics was at the time dominated by people from the much wealthier ‘South Side’. Haughey was keen to draw attention to this because of his meticulously crafted image as a humble everyman, which was at odds with his lavish spending and lifestyle.

Haughey studied at University College Dublin, where he met his future wife Maureen Lemass, daughter of future Taoiseach Seán Lemass. A common theme in Irish politics is political families, and Ireland is so small that many prominent individuals are related to each other. Lemass gave his son-in-law a leg up in politics, leading to a famous political moment in which he said to Haughey:


As Taoiseach it is my duty to offer you the post of parliamentary secretary, and as your father-in-law I am advising you not to take it.



He ended up taking it.

At UCD Haughey met his nemesis, Garret FitzGerald. FitzGerald would become the leader of Fine Gael and Ireland’s most intellectual Taoiseach. His rivalry with Haughey in many ways defined Irish politics in the 70s and 80s. In one infamous incident, Haughey purportedly burned the Union Jack on VE Day in 1945 – though Murphy says the evidence for this is speculative at best. Still, the mere fact that people widely believed this was indicative of his reputation at UCD.

After university, Haughey studied at the King’s Inns, the only institution in Ireland where you can qualify to become a barrister. At its zenith of occupational licensing, applying to the King’s Inns required a letter of recommendation from a graduate of at least ten years. Haughey also qualified as an accountant and briefly ran a small accountancy firm. Whatever you think of him, it is impressive how much stuff he did.

You get the sense that Haughey was born for politics. He was charismatic. He was intelligent, though not so intelligent that he would question the ethics of what he was doing. And most of all, he was persistent. After holding an inconsequential ‘local councillor’ position, Haughey was finally elected as a TD (Teachta Dála, or “member of the Dáil”) in 1957, on his fourth attempt.

I assumed that having thick skin was key to being a successful politician. But Haughey did not. Or rather, he was inordinately bothered by what he perceived as lies about him in the media. He was a furious and prolific letter-writer, who would complain to the newspapers or state broadcasting company at the slightest provocation. Indeed, the extensive collection of letters forms the record on which Murphy wrote this biography.

Many countries suffer from over-politicisation, where entertainment and other media that should be non-political take on a substantial bias. Historically, Ireland had a problem of _under-_politicisation, though this has changed in recent years. A poll conducted in Haughey’s early career found that 65% of people thought that politics was so complicated that “people like me” can’t understand what’s going on. People didn’t know what the parties stood for, and often just voted for what their parents voted for (“I don’t know the difference, but my dad says the Fianna Fáil crowd are alright”). This equilibrium of low voter turnout suited the two major parties just fine. Although Fine Gael was less often in power, a political culture would have upset the gentleman’s agreement that sustained the two-party system.

Haughey had several health problems, some of which arose from his tendency to drive “fearfully fast”. His brothers advised him to pick up a sport, and so he began horse-riding, in an attempt to be more relatable to the people. In a memorable episode, the government’s announcement of its budget for the year was delayed because Haughey, as Minister for Finance, fell off his horse.

Ministerial accomplishments

Haughey had several accomplishments from his ministerial roles. One of his proudest was that, in his 1969 budget as Minister for Finance, Haughey abolished income tax for artists. This was viewed as so interesting and revolutionary that he was even invited to give a talk about it at Harvard.

Haughey had various schemes to make things free for certain groups, including free electricity for pensioners. The scheme to survive was free public transport for the over-65s, which the Haughey family describes as one of his greatest legacies.

There are whiffs of Robert Moses in Haughey’s ability to penetrate the bureaucracy and get things done. He substantially sped up the construction of Beaumont hospital by (get this) exactly copying the design of another hospital. Meanwhile, a new children’s hospital in Dublin is set to become one of the most expensive buildings in the world.

One of the Irish legislative accomplishments most widely remembered from this time was the introduction of free secondary education in 1966, which Haughey was a keen supporter of. This was a plan that was being considered by the government, but it wasn’t put into motion until Minister for Education Donogh O’Malley announced it at a dinner in front of lots of journalists, hoping that the government would be too embarrassed to back out.

As Minister for Justice, Haughey spearheaded the Succession Act, which safeguarded the rights of widows and children upon the death of the father. Before this, property in rural Ireland passed from eldest son to eldest son, and even wealthy women could be left destitute upon being widowed. Although it was passed under his successor, Haughey viewed the Act as essentially his.

The Astral Codex Ten posts about semi-authoritarian political leaders focused on their attempts to manipulate the electoral system to their advantage. Fianna Fáil sort of tried to do this, with failed referendums to switch Ireland to a first past the post voting system in 1958 and 1968. This was understood to be a brazen attempt to ensure strong Fianna Fáil majorities in the medium-term. Haughey was mostly ambivalent about this, but went along with it because of his undying love for the party.

Ireland has since independence used a single transferable vote system. This has a mixed reputation among voting experts, but its relevant effect is that it leads to many different parties and independents, and, by extension, greater parochialism. I can’t overstate just how parochial politics in Ireland can be. Politicians frequently rise to the national level on the basis of minor local issues. One candidate ran in my constituency on the basis of getting an X-ray machine for one town’s health centre. It also means politicians have much less incentive to be nasty to each other than under first past the post. At one point Garret FitzGerald described Haughey as having a “flawed pedigree”, and this insult was so devastating that Haughey was still mad about it twenty years later.

Haughey was considered a liberal element within Fianna Fáil on family planning because he supported the right for married couples to use contraception by prescription. Contraception was illegal in Ireland until 1979, and condoms could not be purchased by unmarried people until 1985. Politics and culture in Ireland were dominated by the Catholic Church, and they still have substantial influence in education, despite Ireland no longer being a particularly religious country.

In a 1973 Supreme Court ruling, the existing basis for outlawing contraception was deemed unconstitutional. Contraception was still inaccessible, but the government was concerned that the flimsy legal basis for this would be overturned by the European Court of Human Rights. Most Irish people and the Dáil supported new legislation to reintroduce restrictions, but no one wanted to be responsible for it. In 1979, Haughey, as Minister for Health, passed a convoluted family planning bill designed to satisfy various interest groups. Couples could now obtain contraception via prescription.

At this point, it should not surprise you to learn that Haughey had a 27-year-long extramarital affair with the socialite Terry Keane. However, he had no interest in ending his marriage, and it appears as though he didn’t speak about it with his wife even a single time.

The Arms Crisis

The most controversial episode in Haughey’s life was the ‘Arms Crisis’, in which he and the Minister for Agriculture Neil Blaney were arrested for allegedly conspiring to smuggle weapons to the IRA in Northern Ireland.

The context here is that, in 1969, the euphemistically-named Troubles broke out. These began after civil rights protests in Northern Ireland spiralled into riots and sectarianism, with a heavy-handed response by the British government. The British police (primarily drawn from local Protestants) and army (drawn from mainland Britain) were often biased in favour of the Protestants, at times rather brutally oppressing the Catholic population. The Irish government felt they had to do something about this, but it was unclear what. Ireland has been neutral in all wars since World War One, and its army was small and poorly equipped. Haughey was given discretionary funds to help Northern Catholics in whatever way he could.

This led to whispers within Fianna Fáil (the republican party) about importing arms to Northern Irish republicans. It’s debatable how serious they were about this, but a series of ambiguous phone calls led to army intelligence officer Jack Kelly, and Haughey’s brother Jock, travelling to London to arrange the purchase of weapons. They returned to Ireland after fearing they had been found out, as indeed happened. Blaney looks like the more guilty party here, and Haughey claimed that he thought the money would go to civilian use only (there were many refugees fleeing across the border).

Murphy’s view is that Haughey can’t have been fully aware of what was going on, because that would be an implausible degree of self-sabotage. More likely is that there was wrongdoing throughout some segment of Fianna Fáil, and the Taoiseach Jack Lynch wanted to end this suspicion by scapegoating Haughey and Blaney. It’s still unclear exactly what happened, in part because Haughey refused to answer questions about it.

By October 1970, all charges were dropped.

The soul of Fianna Fáil

Many leaders frame themselves as being against the elites. They do this even when they are themselves elites. Haughey did this to some extent, but it was of limited relevance because Ireland doesn’t really have an elite. I cannot stress to you how un-professionalised the Irish political class is. In a given year, as much as a fifth of the Dáil might be former teachers, and some of these will go back to teaching after leaving office. The current Taoiseach used to be a secondary school teacher, and the one before that was a doctor. The pond is too small for there to be career politicians in the same way there are in other countries.

Insofar as Haughey was countering the elites, it was the older, more established wing of Fianna Fáil. Jack Lynch, who preceded Haughey as Taoiseach, earmarked George Colley to take over from him, and when Haughey defeated Colley in the leadership contest in 1979, it was a big upset. Commentators described the leadership contest as a battle for the soul of Fianna Fáil. The message from Haughey was clear: I am the soul of Fianna Fáil.

Ireland: Neoliberal poster boy

Every ten years, Ireland switches from being Europe’s economic basket case to an international model to be emulated. Since independence, Ireland was a semi-socialist country. It was not billed as such. The strong protectionism and prevalence of state-owned enterprise were more motivated by fierce nationalism and a desire to maintain Ireland’s agrarian culture than an ideological commitment to socialism.

This began to change in 1958 with the publication of civil servant T.K. Whitaker’s Economic Development plan. This led to significant liberalisation in the Irish economy spearheaded by the Seán Lemass government (economist Tyler Cowen is a fan). Economic liberalisation worked spectacularly well. It was this success that allowed Haughey to paint an image of himself as being the figure who dragged Ireland, kicking and screaming, into modernity.

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael are not highly ideological parties. They primarily stand for winning elections. Depending on the year, Haughey was a progressive Keynesian or a fiscal conservative. His vision was of a state that could create wealth, the “Irish way”. Arguably, Haughey’s greatest accomplishment was as a fiscal conservative, implementing the 1987-1989 ‘Tallaght Strategy’. This involved substantial cuts to taxes and public expenditure and is widely regarded as having rescued Ireland from a grim recession. The strategy actually came more from Fine Gael, but the two parties were then on the same page economically. Although these cuts no doubt had large costs, public spending was at the time out of control, having risen in twenty years from less than 30% to 55% of GNP.

Totally GUBU

Controversy was drawn to Charlie Haughey like a moth to a flame.

The strangest scandal occured when Haughey’s friend the Garda (policeman) Patrick Connolly was found to be harbouring a man wanted for a series of grizzly murders. Haughey described the incident as “grotesque”, “unbelievable”, “bizarre”, and “unprecedented”, leading to the briefly popular acronym GUBU. My mother fondly recounted to me when she and her friends would describe anything outrageous as “totally GUBU”. Murphy’s view is that this was just an incredibly bizarre coincidence. This does not totally make sense, because Connolly mysteriously left for New York soon after his serial killer friend arrived in his house. Some of the details are lost to time.

Haughey’s first financial scandal involved the sale of his mansion at Grangemore in County Kildare for vastly more than he bought it. It was alleged that he benefited from insider trading because of information he had as Minister for Finance about the land being rezoned (he was cleared of all charges). Ireland has an infamously byzantine land use system, which combines an American-style zoning system with British-style planning permission. Many political scandals from this era relate to the bribery that was required to get certain buildings built, and the leakage of information about the rezoning of land.

His more consequential financial scandal was revealed by the McCracken and later the Moriarty tribunals, beginning in 1997. The largest single issue was the illegal donation of £1.3 million to Haughey from Sam Dunne, owner of the Dunnes Stores department store chain. A further £7.8 million came from other sources. Ireland has strict campaign financing rules, and, while the initial verdict was that Haughey did not exchange any political favours for the money he received, it turns out he probably did. A friend, upon reading a draft of this post, texted me: “It takes a grand a day for Charlie to have a grand day”.

Haughey’s donations had something to do with the extensive borrowing with which he financed his luxurious lifestyle. Upon becoming Taoiseach for the first time in 1979, he was £1 million in debt to Anglo Irish Bank. At one point, he purchased a private island when he was already £600,000 in debt. Large amounts of his debt were written off, so it is mysterious why the bank kept giving him loans that they knew he couldn’t repay. One suspects foul play.

In the most despicable incident, Haughey transferred £200,000 from a fund to pay for his friend Brian Lenihan’s liver transplant into his personal bank account. Haughey described this fundraising as the “most compassionate thing I have ever done in my life”. Lenihan was Fianna Fáil’s candidate for president in 1990, but, during the campaign, it was discovered that he and others had attempted to pressure the president to refuse a dissolution of the Dáil requested by Garret FitzGerald (the president being explicitly political is a big constitutional no-no). Lenihan initially admitted to this, then changed his story, saying that on “mature recollection” he did not make the phone call. Haughey promptly sacked him.

“The cat with the nine lives is gone”

Haughey’s downfall began with his decision to call an election in summer 1988 while he was Taoiseach in an attempt to gain a majority for Fianna Fáil. This was generally regarded as a bad move by everyone involved, and, sure enough, Fianna Fáil lost several seats from it. It became clear that Haughey was finally finished when it was revealed in 1992 that his Minister for Justice Seán Doherty had illegally tapped journalists’ phones ten years previously. The stated purpose of this was to prevent leaks of sensitive government information, which would have been allowed if it was approved by a judge, but Doherty sought no such authorisation. Doherty went back and forth about whether Haughey knew about his plan, depending on which groups he was trying to gain clout with. A government report concluded that Haughey didn’t know about the tappings, but it remains a live controversy today.

Upon learning of Haughey’s resignation, Bertie Ahern, the Minister for Finance, declared that “The cat with the nine lives is gone”. The Great Survivor of Irish politics was finally finished, and until his death in 2006 his life was ravaged by revelations of one scandal after another.

Conclusion

I am probably the first person to take this lesson from Murphy’s book, but my conclusion is that effective altruism should be investing more of its efforts into policy in small countries. The competition in politics is proportionately less than in larger nations. Ireland may be a hundred times less influential than America. But it is way more than a hundred times easier to become the Taoiseach of Ireland than the President of America. Ireland’s most selective university is Trinity College, yet neither Haughey nor FitzGerald went there, and they didn’t suffer one iota as a result. Neither did most TDs. This is in stark contrast to the dominance of Oxbridge in the UK and the Ivy League in America. Ireland gives lots of second chances.

Small countries can be a policy sandbox for the rest of the world. Haughey had a number of international admirers and had some interaction with the American political system, particularly Ted Kennedy and the other ‘Four Horsemen’ in Congress that represented Irish-American interests. Ireland is an international model for economic liberalisation. Deng Xiaoping’s economic policy was influenced by a delegation that he sent to the Shannon special economic zone, not far from where my father grew up.

Ideas diffuse quickly among Irish elites because there are so few of them. The pivot to the Tallaght Strategy in 1987 was rapid, and there are many examples of single thinkers or blogs and newspapers having a big influence. Small countries have many more legislators per capita, who are correspondingly more accessible. Anyone can walk into the office of their local TD, though approximately no one uses this opportunity to make an intellectually rigorous argument about how to achieve some policy goal. The structure of international institutions is such that smaller nations have a disproportionate influence; Ireland is relatively influential in the EU and UN.

Gary Murphy has come to know Charles Haughey about as well as it is possible to know a man that he never met. I can’t especially recommend his book, unless you are really into Irish political history. But if you are, it’s a delight. Ireland is a nation obsessed with its history, arguably excessively so. My grandmother would talk your ear off about Haughey’s scandals, some thirty years later.

There are many good books about Irish history. This is one of them.
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History Has Begun by Bruno Macaes

In my Junior Literature class, I teach John Hersey’s Hiroshima.

If that title and author hold no meaning for you, I recommend simply Googling the piece and taking the two to three hours required to read it. If the opinion of a state university graduate in English bears any weight of credibility to you, I’ll wager an opinion that Hersey’s work represents some of the highest quality non-fiction prose you can find: a result of both the author’s skill and the unprecedented circumstances in which he wrote.

Hersey was the right man for the right time.

Fresh off his 1945 Pulitzer Prize win for “A Bell for Adano”, he traveled to Japan in 1946, shortly after the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On The New Yorker’s dime, he interviewed six survivors of the atomic attack on Hiroshima and then published the story six months later. The result is surrealism, a strange, irreplicable blend of subjective literary description and barebones fact.

After Hiroshima’s publication, Albert Einstein attempted to buy 1,000 copies of the magazine to send to other scientists. Decades later, in 1999, a 36-member panel of journalists voted it the finest piece of American journalism of the 20th century.

Beyond its self-evident merit, I teach the book for all the usual English teacher reasons. Hiroshima is a masterclass in the use of subjectivity and perspective. It’s an insight into the literary power that exists in painfully truthful descriptions of the real. And, if nothing else, it’s a chance for students to experience history outside the context of their textbooks.

My interest in the story is different.

What keeps me coming back to Hiroshima is the shift in American culture brought about by the Atomic Age, subtly foreshadowed in the novella’s pages. As the blast wave hits one of the buildings, one of Hersey’s survivors finds herself crushed under a row of shelves: There, in the tin factory, in the first moment of the atomic age, a human being was crushed by books. The line is a singular sentence among thousands. But it’s a moment in a story otherwise preoccupied with telling the facts in which Hersey indulges in a bit of editorializing. If you listen closely, you can hear the click, click, click of the gears turning in his head. There is something *wrong* with this picture, Hersey tells us. Something wrong with technological advance, with the trajectory of our advanced societies. And we see in Hiroshima’s pages the birth of a new skepticism. The rest of American culture would not be far behind.

In a recent podcast with Ezra Klein, Margaret Atwood pointed out that in the 19th century the focus of speculative writing was utopic. The legacy of the Enlightenment, at least until the advent of WWII, had been a story of progress. Mankind was on the cusp of realizing its destiny. Its trajectory, built upon the power of technological and scientific progress, was aimed for the stars.

It's with modernization where the story starts to shift. The paradisiacal future promised by scientific and democratic advance would be seen as a false promise. Gone was the dream held before the early half of the 20th century, a dream of hope in the power and progress of technological change, and in its place a growing cynicism. The optimism, perhaps best symbolized by the Golden Age of Science Fiction, would come to be hollowed out and replaced with any number of grim, dystopian futures.

The 60’s radicals looked with despair at the systems of government and political thought that had led to the Holocaust, to two World Wars, to thousands vaporized by a cutting-edge weapon. The advent of nuclear and chemical weapons, the weaponization of bureaucratic government (the systematic record-keeping used for the Holocaust) bred cynicism in the political projects of modernism.  Marxism, which had prided itself on perfecting scientific rational thought and applying it to history and economics, had proven to be a useful tool of totalitarianism. Fascism had come cloaked in “biology” and Darwinist theory, warped and twisted of course, but garbed nonetheless in the robes of scientific rationale.

The intellectuals and tastemakers who wrestled with these thoughts in the post-war period left a rot of cynicism in their wake, ready for fermentation into further cultural change. Soon, a further thought emerged: perhaps the problem wasn’t just science, perhaps the problem extended to reality itself.

The instinctual drive of the 60’s was about more than peace, love, and the war in Vietnam. It was a rejection of reality. If science, in its craving to arrive at objective, fundamental reality, led to what had transpired during the first half of the 20th century, then perhaps we’d be better served to live in fantasy.

You can see the impulse in art and in music: the retreat of the real and in its place a hunger for fantasy. The Golden Age of American cinema, grounded in realism, gave way to the indulgent desire to escape from reality. Experimental cinema became vogue. (The Hollywood of this period is best symbolized by Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958), in which a detective fails to save the woman he loves and, obsessed by the memory and myth of their relationship, ends up in a twisted struggle to recreate her, fetishizing her look and appearance. As David Bentley Hart writes, “Nothing becomes a fetish until its actual material history has been forgotten and replaced by a myth.”) You can see it too in religion, as mainline churches lost their grip on the public mind and Pentecostalism and other experience-based religions began to grow in their void.

What I’ve described in these past few paragraphs is a history of postmodern thought; it’s the story of the cultural reaction to modernity. If you’re a student of cultural history, you’ll likely know it well.

It was this story I was surprised to find in the pages of Bruno Macaes’s History Has Begun. And even more surprised with the weight given by Macaes to its implications.

In 2020, when I first picked up the book, I was expecting a geopolitical analysis of the type found in his previous book, The Dawn of Eurasia. I would go on to discover that Macaes, who had originally done his Ph.D. in political philosophy under Harvey Mansfield, had devoted History Has Begun to a larger endeavor, a story both broader and far more speculative.

History Has Begun

Macaes notes that History Has Begun had its genesis in a conversation, an exchange recorded during a podcast in 2018:

COWEN: Is your vision of the United States fundamentally Tocquevillian or not?

MAÇÃES: I’m still very puzzled, even though I lived here, on the whole, for eight years. I’m still very puzzled about what America is about. I cannot find a book or a particular understanding by any author that I’m entirely happy with about America.

America still remains a big mystery.

Very well. As Toni Morrison writes, “If you find a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.”

Macaes’s answer to the mystery of America comes in the form of History Has Begun, an ambitious insight into the bizarre world of 21st century America through the dual lens of political philosophy and global politics.

In its wrestling with liberalism, History Has Begun is better understand as belonging to a recent spate of books that sees our present moment as a moment of crisis for liberalism: Patrick Deneen’s 2018 book Why Liberalism Failed, Alexander Dugin’s The Fourth Political Theory, and others on the topic published in the past two decades. The reference to The End of History in the title of History Has Begun is hard to overlook. To reject the “End of History” is to claim the discovery of a new form of politics, one that transcends liberalism in producing a higher form of civilization both in increased happiness and prosperity. The challenge is simply this: discover a “superior alternative to Western liberal democracy.”

Since 2016, a series of global crises have made the flaws in the liberal political model increasingly clear. As Maçães argues in the preface to History Has Begun, the struggles of the last few years represent a growing window of opportunity for a new and improved form of politics. Western political values, he writes, “no longer seem inevitable. They may triumph in the end, but the playing field has been leveled...In this new world, no triumph is ever definitive, which is to say that no triumph is ever a triumph.”

A loose consensus has formed around the idea that this new set of ruling values might be found outside the West: in China or perhaps even Russia. Maçães himself has written as much. His 2018 book, The Dawn of Eurasia, describes a scenario in which China manages to consolidate Asia and Europe under its own economic and cultural influence. Such a disruption in the global power structure could lead to a shift in the ruling set of political values. With the decline of the West’s power comes an implied threat to the longevity of the liberal democratic project.

But it is here where Maçães breaks from consensus and offers, instead, the conceit at the heart of History Has Begun, hidden within the book’s subtitle: “might not the challenge to the ruling values come from inside the system rather than outside?” Is it possible, in other words, that the successor to liberalism, this new and improved form of politics, is developing within America itself? The decline of the West and liberal democracy need not necessarily mean the decline of the United States. America could remain at the head of the global hierarchy, but with one caveat: It would no longer be a Western country. “The United States,” Maçães writes, “may yet reveal itself as a shape-shifter. This prodigious child of the Enlightenment might not hesitate to shed Western, liberal principles if it becomes convinced that they have been refuted by time and experience.”

Is such a transformation possible?

If the United States were undergoing a national rebirth, it would explain the feeling many have of simultaneous dynamism and decay. Unlike China for instance, America’s relationship with liberalism is parental. When America deviates from liberalism, Maçães writes, “it does so more often than not in response to its inner limits and contradictions.” The picture of America that emerges in History Has Begun is that of a nation in between stages of death and revival. In Maçães’s view, the America of the Founding and its inherited European values are passing away in order to make room for a newly created America of the second founding. “The current moment in American history,” he writes, “is both a moment of destruction and a moment of creation.” In its energy, creativity, resources, drive, and imagination—America may be the only nation truly capable of transcending liberal politics.

Yet it is hard to imagine America shaking loose its powerful attachments to the past without a dramatic, devastating revolution. And as Maçães himself admits, the European roots of the American political tradition run deep. “The hold of the past over the American mind,” he writes, “is the main roadblock in the way of a genuine national rebirth.” For most of its early development, America looked to Europe to inform its political values. The United States was understood by Europeans to be a loose replica of their own society. Many across the Atlantic saw a parental relationship existing between the two civilizations resembling that of ancient Rome and Greece. Tocqueville, for instance, in Democracy in America, writes of America as the pure embodiment of European principles, unshackled by the long history and traditions of the Old World.

The first half of History Has Begun, then, is an argument for how America could manage to break its long ties to the European political tradition. The solution offered is a picture of the United States as fundamentally different from Europe and therefore capable of significant, natural change. Maçães writes that Tocqueville’s understanding of America as a replica of European culture ignores much of the inherent difference between the two civilizations. Unlike Europe, America possesses a multi-cultural heritage, a preoccupation with religion, in short— “fundamental differences of culture and feeling.” Differences that allowed America to form a unique identity after the end of European hegemony. At first glance, one might be tempted to assume that the break between the Old World and the New occurred during the American War for Independence, but Maçães rejects this idea. Instead, he situates the breaking point during the decades spanning World War I and II. It was during this period that the United States, as the newly most powerful nation on earth, began to forge its own ideological path. The postwar generation represents the first uniquely American generation, one which sought to establish its own political values outside of a European context. The America of the second founding has its roots in the 60’s. The latter half of the book is dedicated to describing this emerging new America: “a decidedly postmodern and postliberal experiment.”

The 60’s represent a cultural reaction to the problems of modernity. Rather than attempting to reform reality, however, America’s solution was to transcend it entirely. Maçães sees the driving principle behind American society and culture as a desire to escape from reality into realms of fantasy. In this view, television represents the quintessential American artform, taking the real and morphing it into something sleeker, dramatic, and entertaining.

It was only a matter of time before this cultural desire for an escape from reality manifested itself in American politics.

Two postmodern trends in American politics, Ronald Reagan’s stardom and the tabloidesque quality of the Clinton years, reach their apex in the form of Trump. As a reality TV star, he represents the quintessential new American politics, a harbinger of things to come. Maçães argues that Trump uses his political office as a platform for performance. Far from being a strict authoritarian, Trump’s obsession is his public image. He offers to the American public a dramatic escape from the bland, boring tedium of politics as usual. Similar trends can be seen on the left as evidenced by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s Green New Deal: a pie in the sky legislation proposal that resembles more closely a piece of performance art than any attempt at tangible policy.

This, in short, is Maçães’s thesis: For most of its history, America modeled itself on European society. Now, as the global superpower, America is free to enact its own values, changing them, if need be, in the face of a postliberal, postmodern world. In so doing, America is forging a new model of politics that will ultimately succeed liberalism by offering an escape from reality.

Fact or Fiction?

But is Maçães right? History Has Begun is, first and foremost, speculative. The second founding, if there is to be one, has not come yet. And the arrival of this postliberal politics Maçães describes could just as accurately be portrayed as the beginnings of a slide into illiberalism and decay. The explanation offered by Maçães, “America is becoming a developing country but is doing so ironically,” is acceptable only during this uncertain moment. Time ultimately will tell whether rebirth or decline is the American fate. In the short term, death throes and birth pangs can look startlingly alike.

Still, the measure of any good theory is its ability to make predictions. There are, of course, other ways to tell the story of America. If Maçães’s understanding of America were accurate, what might we expect to see? Since the book’s publication, the headlines have been in Macaes’s favor: A president whose priority in the middle of a national health crisis was keeping up appearances; An emerging form of politics labeled already in the press as the “successor ideology”; Dynamism and creativity in our tech sector while long-standing institutions decline. The trends Maçães picks up on have only been exacerbated in recent years.

But if History Has Begun is most right about one thing, it is that America’s trajectory is by no means certain. Surely all of us living in 2020 can attest to that. Labeling the United States as solely in decline ignores many of the countervailing forces at play. And historically, at least, “great civilizations have always lasted much longer.”

There is also a stunning amount of intuitional truth to be found in the idea that our crises are amplified by our obsession with media. The whole of America is now Hollywood; each of us is free to create our own private world, our own customized escape from the boring tedium of reality. As Milton writes in Paradise Lost, “The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.” For some, to escape reality might be getting caught up in the drama of fighting a fascist president. For others, perhaps it is reclaiming a national heritage out from the clutches of anarchists. Are these bespoke fairytales the beginnings of our postliberal paradise?

For now, it is hard to say. Most of us, myself included, still hold to the “End of History.” Straying from our liberal norms and values certainly does not feel like transcendence. Imagining our current struggles as anything other than decline is difficult at times, seemingly impossible at others. Yet even if Maçães is wrong about the trajectory of the future, History Has Begun offers a powerful theory for understanding our current American moment, one rooted in a far too-often overlooked history. His words are a timely reminder that America’s path is unpredictable and that what seems to us to be the approach of a definite, turbulent end is often just the beginning of a new phase in our Great Experiment.






How Solar Energy Became Cheap: A Model for Low-Carbon Innovation

Technology has a number of impressive stories of progress but few rival the story of solar photovoltaics (PV). From costing $300,000 for a mWh in 1957 costs have fallen on average 14% a year leading to current costs in sunny places to be as low as $17 per mWh, or in other words the world’s cheapest electricity.
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Solar has achieved this despite competing in maybe the most commoditized market in the world, electricity, and when it started its costs were far far above those of its competition like oil or coal.

For this reason solar holds the story of how new technologies can find their place bit by bit and, through the actions of governments and consumers all over the world, push forward until they become a world leader. This is a story we will likely need to repeat over the coming decades with new types of technologies, like carbon removal, and this book helps shine a light on the blueprint of how to do it.

The book

“How solar energy became cheap” is an attempt to answer one fundamental question and then addresses three others. The main focus is, not surprisingly, 'how did solar energy become so cheap?', along the path though Greg Nemet also looks at why it took so long, how it could have moved faster and how this model could be applied to other technologies.

With these answers we can get a picture of one of the most remarkable technological scale-ups in history, and then hopefully do even better in the future.

It's worth noting this is not the lightest reading of your life. The book somewhat reminded me of Governing the Commons by Elinor Ostrom. It doesn't present any "one quick thing" that solar did but rather, similarly to Governing the Commons, it gives a framework that is multifaceted and interwoven, just like reality. It is probably the kind of book you would want to refer back to in its original form rather than any brief summary of. And yet here I go.

The story of how solar energy became cheap presented is one of three overlapping narratives. The first concerns the change in dominance between countries as to which ones consumed and produced the most solar PV. The second concerns the varying policies used over the course of the current lifetime of solar. The third concerns structural aspects to do solar technology specifically. The book has gone with a more country, and therefore roughly chronological, narrative.

If I was to summarise the main components in a, somewhat long, sentence it would be that solar PV modules benefited from being able to work in a number of niche markets, at many stages spurred on by government demand side policies and that the standardisation of the underlying module and the physical principles it is built on made them particularly amenable to economies of scale and learning by doing helping them to radically fall in cost as installed capacity increased.

The book has two main lists covering spelling out a number of factors that helped in this process. One covers the main drivers of how solar became cheap and the other covers things that could accelerate technologies like solar. We won't look at all the points on either list but I thought it would be unfair not to at least include them in full so here they are below:
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I'm going to focus on a few of the aspects the book touches on in this summary rather than take you through the same kind of chronological story it presents. Instead, I'm going to roughly separate things out into the role of technology, the role of governments, and the role of markets.

Technology

The first Solar cell was created in Bell Labs in 1954 and used principles dating back to Einstein and the photoelectric effect, it cost on the order of $300,000. Since then, as mentioned above, it cost $300,000 for a mWh and now costs as little as $17 per mWh. The obvious thing to ask is what changed in the technology between then and now? Broadly there are two things you can do to make a source of energy cheaper, you can make it more efficient and you can make the unit at a lower cost. Both happened with solar. Neither are really the direct subjects of the book.

This is because if asked what actually changed technology wise you would get answers like the electrical contacts were moved inside the semiconductor material so they weren't blocking light at top of the cell, a bifacial design was adopted so solar panels could absorb light from the front and the back, the silicon wafers were made thinner so less material was used, automation was introduced reducing the labour costs of assembly.

Mostly speaking, except the automation point, these are all incredibly specific to solar. They do point to how the fall in prices was not "one big thing" but a series of incremental improvements. What we really care about, at least here, is not so much what the incremental improvements were but rather the conditions that enabled them to even be discovered and capitalised on in the first place. Individual improvements are largely specific to their technologies, the systems that enable them are largely not.

Solar did have a few properties though that made it specifically amenable to being improved upon, and hence made cheaper. The first somewhat amazing property of the progression of solar PV is that the actual technology used has to a large extent been remarkably stable.

Crystallised silicon was used in this first demonstration cell and still maintains over a 90% share of all solar PV modules made today. This has had a few beneficial effects. The first is that the standardisation has meant that continual progress has been able to be made with any R&D able to spill out to eventually benefit almost all of the industry. The second is that it has allowed for a number of knowledge spillovers from the computer industry, again helping to speed up the improvements in solar.

Another great benefit of the technology is that it can exist on a vast array of different scales. You can use tiny solar cells to power a calculator or you can have a whole farm and generate gigawatts of power. This has enabled solar to gradually expand from more and more niche markets to being able to compete as a full scale grid utility energy provider. Related to this is that it has meant that solar has been able to be adopted by individual households, communities, or utility companies. Each has been crucial at different stages to helping solar become cheaper. Just to push on how odd this is in the energy space it would seem crazy for almost any other energy source to be able to power just a single house, a watch, or a city. Contrast this with something like a coal power plant where you roughly need the entire system and infrastructure in one go.

The benefits of this modularity cannot be overstated. Modularity is one of the main reasons for solar's ability to exist along so many scales. While you can make pretty small individual cells once you want more than a certain amount of power you need to string together multiple cells, making one giant plate of silicon is as you can imagine likely not the best way to go bigger.

Probably the main benefit though is that modularity means standardisation and scale. There are currently around 8,500 coal power plants in the world. Since the first solar cell there have been around 4bn panels and 100bn solar cells created.

This is an astoundingly large difference and means the production of solar cells can be, and has been, incredibly automated. In fact the assembly of solar cells became so automated that most of the profit margins flowed upstream to the machine part makers rather than the solar cell makers. If you make 4bn versions of a product that has been iterating from basically the same core design for 60 years you will get a lot of standardisation, a lot of economies of scale, and a lot of opportunities for learning by doing.

While the sheer scale effect of manufacturing does not by itself constitute technological progress it is the medium in which we can experiment and iterate on designs which have ultimately led to such a large fall in prices.

Governments

As I've mentioned in many ways solar was born into one of the most hostile environments a technology could exist in. It produced a pure commodity, electricity, at a time when the alternatives, fossil fuels, were vastly cheaper and easier to produce. We'll look later at the market aspects that helped solar grow but one of the indisputable narratives of the book is the extreme importance of various governments and their policies around the world.

One thing that was striking about government support for solar is there really isn't one country we can credit with bringing it to where it is today, unlike say the internet which by and large the USA can take credit for. The book takes us through four countries efforts over the past 60 years, we start with research funding and early procurement from the USA, we then transition to more procurement programs and initial supply funding from the Japanese government, this is followed by you guessed it more procurement from the German government, and finally we move to the Chinese governments support both on the demand side but also at scaling solar to where it is today.

Each country is given a chapter in the original book, here though we will look at things a bit more thematically going first over research funding, then demand side policies and finally supply side ones weaving between countries as we go.

Before we dive into these though there is a concept Nemet brings up which will be familiar to some, policy windows. Policy windows occur when there is a confluence of public support, and political willingness to move on a particular policy. Typically these tend to be catalysed by either an upwelling of support for an opposition party, as happened in Germany, or a large discrete event that catalyses incumbents in a new direction, as happened in America after the 1973 oil shock.

Solar energy has benefited multiple times from taking advantage of these windows but one of the core lessons of the book is that if we want to recreate this process with other technologies, and faster, we have to either be more offensive taking advantage of these windows, find ways to create them, or find ways to push on regardless.

R&D

Back to our three broad government roles, starting with R&D funding. When solar got started it was expensive and not very good, this presented a challenge to those who may have wanted solar to get cheaper and better, who will pay for this? One answer we'll come to below is niche markets, but the other is general government sponsored R&D funding and the majority of this, especially in the early days, came from the USA.

This is not wholly surprising, solar first found usage in satellites with NASA so the government had a vested interest in seeing it researched and improved. That being said the US government was largely dismissive of PV technology as an option for large scale energy provision. In fact Nixon tried to create Project Independence in response to the oil shocks, or in his words:

" Let us set as our national goal, in the spirit of Apollo, with the determination of the Manhattan Project, that by the end of this decade we will have developed the potential to meet our own energy needs without depending on any foreign energy sources"

A lofty goal and one that was backed, initially, by $10bn of energy R&D spending. As I said though this isn't really a victory story for solar as only around 0.8% of this was for solar and most of that was for heating rather than PV. PV was not actually even seen as part of the long term US response to the energy crisis, largely this was the role of nuclear. (How we have strayed from the golden age of nuclear optimism)

But the point remains, early US funding of Solar R&D was crucial to help a nascent technology emerge into the world. Nemet also mentions how R&D spending was a driving force behind managing to keep tacit knowledge alive throughout solar's 60 year history. As an industry it went through many booms and busts, especially in terms of private interest. Each bust risked having engineers and scientists move to other industries with better prospects, or even any funding at all, and thus take their tacit knowledge with them. Government R&D helped bridge these gaps.

Demand side interventions

The governments didn't just fund R&D they were also either direct buyers or created policies that stimulated larger consumer demand to spur usage. Focussing on the second of these all four of the main countries in the book have had some sort of rooftop solar program. These include the first ever demand pull program by the USA, the flat plate solar array project (FSA) and block buy program in the 1970's, Japan's METI rooftop solar subsidy program starting in the 90's, and Germany's EEG legislation.

Each of these schemes built on previous examples and each were fantastically effective. They're worth reading about in more depth but some of the key points for each of these schemes are below:

FSA

This was the world's first demand pull program for PV and was very ambitious, wanting to make PV a globally competitive form of energy by the mid 1980's, vs the mid 2000's we actually saw, or maybe even up until today in some people's view. It was not surprisingly also very large and accounted for 17% of all global PV purchases from 1976-81.

Being the first program it had to overcome some challenges that later schemes didn't have to contend with to the same degree. Namely solar was new and expensive, how can you both create a demand commitment without reducing the incentive for the producing firms to continue to innovate? As an aside, questions like this one are crucial for many nascent climate technologies including technological carbon removal.

The solution was to purchase solar PV in 5 blocks, each block would have a pre-committed price producers would get but each block would be increasingly demanding for manufacturing specifications, things like cost, efficiency, life expectancy.

The FSA was a massive success and was even described by congress as one of the best managed projects ever undertaken.
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METI rooftop solar program

Japan in the 90's wanted to encourage increased use of solar by individual households but this ran up against one of the other main issues solar has faced, and currently faces in more developing parts of the world, upfront capital costs.

Even if it is cheaper over the lifetime of having solar, if users are paying for their own panels then they face a pretty hefty upfront capital cost. Not only that but if they don't use the energy coming from the panels then this is basically wasted even though it has clear value.

Japan approached this from two fronts, it created a subsidy program and supported this with net metering. Net metering means energy installed panels create that isn't used by a household can be sent to the grid with the household getting paid a certain rate for it.

There were some pretty hefty challenges though. There was no precedent for providing a subsidy to individual residences, the finance ministry was initially dismissive of subsidy programs and even with the subsidy the scheme still relied on individual households being willing to invest thousands of dollars upfront.

To incentivise adoption METI created a rebate scheme that initially provided a cash grant of 50% between 1994-96 then 30% between 1997-99 then a fixed yen per watt which also decreased over time. This notion of declining rebates was one of their biggest policy innovations and by 2000 Japan was the largest PV market in the world. All of this increased demand helped solar scale and it saw its price fall by over a factor of 3 during the rooftop solar program.

Germany’s EEG

Germany's Renewable Energy Sources Act (or Erneuerbare-Energien-Gesetz aka EEG), passed in 2000, was the largest government funded solar subsidy program ever, committing more than €200bn to support the adoption of over 30GW of PV. The program was truly huge and supported half of all global PV installations between 2004-10.

This massive subsidy and following scale up paved the way for commercial solar producers to actually gain the interest of VCs as well as Wall St. German machine part expertise took full advantage and by 2004 they were selling "turnkey" solutions to producers that could be integrated to form production lines. While German PV module manufacturing ended up fading it remained the world leader in the assembly line parts for far far longer.

The EEG didn't just help German solar capacity grow, or even world capacity grow, but also provided a blueprint for other countries to then adopt to make even larger gains in the future. It firstly showed that these kinds of demand side approaches could have much greater effectiveness than most people believed and, secondly, it provided the specific frameworks for other countries to go and adopt to do the same. This includes features like the feed in tariffs which were then copied in Spain, Italy, and then later on Asia and Africa.

The EEG was so immensely successful it has even been called 'Germany's gift to the world' for the reductions in solar prices associated with it. From its inception in 2000 to its decline in 2012 the worldwide market for PV increased more than 30 times while prices of PV modules dropped to 16% of their previous prices.

Markets

Governments often helped stimulate demand and funded early research but before solar could even be considered for rooftop programs it still needed a market of some variety to survive and grow in.

Niche markets

Nemet talks about the demand curve of niches. Starting with the first PV cells on satellites to navigation aids for offshore oil to calculators and small toys solar has been able to gradually occupy markets that have an above average willingness to pay for electricity. Be it because traditional sources can't reach it easily, i.e offshore oil rigs, or because traditional sources simply don't have the ability to operate on many orders of magnitude of different scales, i.e you can't put a coal power plant on a calculator.

These niche markets have had a number of benefits. The first is that as you fill capacity in one market that has reliably reduced the cost of solar energy, this then means it is now cheap enough to be seriously considered for other, likely larger, markets. This is the demand curve Nemet talks about where you get a virtuous cycle of price decreases leading to capacity increases leading to price decreases. Given how far away solar started in terms of cost from traditional forms of energy, hopping from one niche to the next was the only viable way to bring the costs down.

The other main benefit is that these niches are broadly independent from policy. This had a few outcomes. The first is that if you are selling into a market that just simply wants to buy your product you have a level of security of cash flows that relying on any political entity may not grant you. The second is that given the diverse nature of these markets it leads to a far more distributed decision making framework for how solar should be advanced. It didn't matter if the USA government turned its back on solar if Japanese companies saw the benefit of it for some new type of product.

The importance of these markets really cannot be overstated. Government's can, and will, only spend so much. At the end of the day you will almost always need to tap into private capital flows if you truly want to scale something from basically nothing to a real chunk of global energy.

Chinese markets

BY 2017 China produced 70% of all of the world's PV having scaled up domestic production by over 500x in the preceding 17 years. China is largely the reason we have such large scale mass production of solar PV today. They were the final step going from technology push funding, to niche markets, to demand pull to bring usage up and finally landing at large scale consumer and utility demand.

Production was initially catalysed by the German Feed in Tariff scheme in the mid 2000's. Initially there was a small solar market in China but their lower labour costs, and competence in scaling quickly, gave them a huge comparative advantage early on to meet the surge in demand coming from Germany. This labour cost advantage dwindled as the process became more and more automated.

China, however, had more experience with commodity type markets, where margins were thin and scale was everything, than almost any other country in the world and so was able to adapt to these market conditions quickly. Spurring the cost reductions and thin profit margins was the fact that production was highly competitive between firms, with the largest Chinese firm never reaching above a 10% market share, vs around 28% for Japan's once top producer Sharp.

This is not to say the unfettered free market was at play in China however. "New energy" became a strategic industry in the country's 12th Ten-Year Plan, and many municipalities were known to co-sign loans reducing repayment risks for banks. In one instance a Chinese colonel virtually commandeered a $6m investment from five companies the army de facto controlled and invested it in Suntech.

This was a dramatic period for solar and particularly Chinese solar manufacturing. Markets grew enormously, at one point 4x in a single year, and many supply chain issues had to be sorted out rapidly, like creating a poly-silicon industry from scratch when Russian supplies couldn't keep up.

The 2008 financial crisis hit solar hard. Solar production has a lot of upfront costs before you get any electricity out of it and so is very sensitive to the amount of commercial lending available. Suntech ended up folding, not entirely because of solar production though there was massive fraud at a subsidiary they had an 80% stake in, as did many other companies. However the domestic government was now willing to really support the industry.

In 2009-10 the Chinese Development Bank provided $30bn worth of lines of credit to PV manufacturers and China instituted its own Feed in Tariff boosting domestic markets and by 2013 China was not just the largest producer of PV in the world it was the biggest market for PV as well.

Summarising all of the above the above, solar has received significant direct government funding, especially early on. This helped get it to the stage where it could be used for any commercial purpose, which were initially small niche markets with high willingness to pay. Using the demand from these markets though solar was able to increase its production, and given how modular the technology was this meant creating many many units, an ideal situation for technological learning. The real capacity boosts largely came from government sponsored demand stimuluses in the form of subsidy programs which helped pull production into the billions of units, most of which is produced by Chinese firms today.

Why did it take so long and how could it have been sped up?

In many ways getting from nothing to where solar is today in 60 years is an incredibly impressive feat. Over the last 30 years solar capacity has scaled at an average rate of 30% a year and prices have fallen by around 14% a year. These are both massive effects when you draw them out over such a timescale and very few technologies can claim to have such sustained and massive scaling as solar. And yet there are many reasons to think that solar could have moved faster.

If we just look at the USA, Reagan basically bodied the DoE and coupled with Saudi Arabia flooding the oil market in 1985 this led to a 20 year blow for alternative energies. There are other reasons to think things could have been sped up as well. We talked earlier about Germany's EEG scheme. Well this largely only came about because a policy window opened up after two decades of advocacy coalition and developing new organisations allowing the Green party to take control in 1998. Also a huge part of Germany's push for solar was premised on what was/is a borderline hatred for nuclear.

So from the government side of things we have the USA largely scaling down funding for a sustained period early on in solar's journey and we have large scale policy in Germany having to wait decades for a Green party to come to power. It is hard to think solar couldn't have moved faster if these had gone differently.

There was also the issue of entrenched interests. Traditional utility companies lobbied time and time again against the expansion of solar. It was a direct competitor to what they were offering and also the idea of homeowners being able to get paid for electricity they created through net metering schemes ate further into their dominance.

Typically these attacks came through campaigns about how solar was not reliable enough or would never be cheap enough. On the face these seem pretty reasonable but they turned out to be incredibly damaging to solar’s political support and thus the speed at which it could scale.

Broadly the question of how PV could have been accelerated comes down to 1) more of what led it to scale so quickly 2) less of the things that slowed it down. I know a truly eye opening account there by me.

It is tricky to go beyond the above generalisations because doing so for too long quickly leads you into worlds of intense counterfactualization. How could solar have been accelerated, well maybe if Saudi Arabia didn't have so much oil and didn't flood the market in the 1980's and nuclear reactors weren't seen as a viable technology then the US would have had more of an incentive to fund solar development….you get the idea.

It is worth considering which things may have been more likely to swing one way or another, or at least more so than "Saudi Arabia having less oil". For example, Reagan massively reducing the Department of Energy's is clearly something that we can learn from and hopefully incentivise countries like the US to maintain funding for more frontier energy and climate solutions. On this front things don't seem terrible, ARPA-E was established in the recent past and there is a new Office of Fossil Energy and Carbon Management which has been given a larger mandate to fund carbon removal schemes.

Another, maybe wistfully hopeful, point could well be to have a system that is less beholden to the lobbying interests of large companies, and in this case energy suppliers. This is a bit like saying maybe we should have a government system that works better so to be more concrete, concerns from big companies about emerging socially beneficial technologies should maybe have less credence if it looks like these technologies have the potential to be useful in the future even if there are some concerns over things like cost today.

As a summary solar was slowed down mainly by unstable and patchy funding and entrenched interests of incumbents, being cognisant of these for future innovations, while potentially very difficult to act on, would still be useful.

How can the model be applied elsewhere - example using DAC?

One clear question you might have is, "this all sounds great, solar had done a historically fantastic job but also it seems like it could have been done faster. Where can we go and use this model today?"

Luckily Greg Nemet had the exact same thoughts as you wise and curious reader and looked both at the types of technologies that would benefit the most from the model solar followed and two specific instantiations of what this could look like.

Nemet describes four different types of technologies, with historical innovation models and a climate tech that would likely have a similar scale up path


	High-tech, iterative, disruptive i.e solar PV and DAC

	Low-tech, small, distributed i.e the green revolution and soils

	Large, system integration intensive i.e chemical plants and BECCS

	General purpose i.e the CPU and AI



He notes that the story of how solar energy got cheap is most likely to be helpful for the first type of technologies. These are ones where we will likely have a very high volume of units which can consist of a relatively standardised design. Still the utility of managing to recreate this kind of story for even just these kinds of technologies is huge.

As a word of warning the two specific cases Nemet looks at are direct air capture (DAC) and small nuclear reactors. I am not going to be going over either of these fully and in this summary I am just going to touch on DAC.

Direct air capture is the technology of using some system, usually very large fans, to blow air over some material that binds with the CO₂ in the atmosphere. You then strip the CO₂ from the binding material and concentrate it, after which you can do a few things with it. You can use it for goods and services, i.e drinks or greenhouses, it can be sequestered underground in mineral formations or old oil wells, it can be used as an input to make electro-fuels. We have a lot of uses for CO₂ basically, the main one DAC will probably be for though is to catch CO₂ for permanent sequestration to help meet net-zero targets.

DAC is very very expensive at the moment, around $500-600 a tonne. While it is not at all an apples to apples comparison due to differences in permanence and quality things like afforestation are currently selling for around $20-30 a tonne. Also in total DAC has currently removed maybe 10,000 tonnes optimistically in its entire history.

However, DAC has a number of features very similar to early solar.


	To a large extent many DAC systems can be standardised and then it is about building many of the same type of module over and over.

	It looks likely that DAC will have the potential to scale down its costs as we ramp up production.

	DAC has also had a history of moving through niche markets, although these have been harder to come by than solar.



Expanding on the markets point above, DAC was first used on submarines and in space, captured CO₂ can be used in enhanced oil recovery to get higher yield out of oil wells, it can be utilised to help grow macroalgae for biofuels. Also as mentioned earlier, in some places getting CO₂ from these types of systems can be the cheapest way to procure it for things like carbonating drinks or pumping into greenhouses to help stimulate plant growth.

The next niche market, and broadly the one we are stuck at, is the voluntary carbon market. This is where companies, that are not being compelled to, buy the rights to say they paid for a tonne of CO₂ being sequestered/captured, mainly so that they can meet their own net-zero targets. That last bit was mostly true, these purchases are mainly in aid of moving towards net-zero but DAC purchases specifically are so expensive currently that most of these orders are by private companies trying to stimulate the demand side of the market to help scale up production.

These are industries with large scale, food and greenhouses use around 20 million tonnes of CO₂ a year, enhanced oil recovery uses around 50 million tonnes. Still if we optimistically say there are uses currently, that actually have some reasonable market value, of 100 million tonnes that still leaves us 100 times smaller than the amount of CO₂ we are aiming to sequester from the atmosphere by 2050. As Nemet notes though this isn't totally a position of despair, after all the solar PV market grew 80 times from 2000 to 2010.

So with this scene set what can DAC learn from PV?

Broadly there has historically been very little government action to stimulate DAC. It has received very little public R&D funding and there have been no completed government purchases of DAC on the demand pull side.

The second point above, lack of demand pull, is maybe somewhat understandable. The supply side has been so small that even now a few million dollars would pre-buy virtually all DAC supply for a year or so. However, without this demand it has been very much a chicken and egg problem for DAC to get off the ground. Unlike solar, the main future market for DAC, capturing CO₂ to be permanently sequestered basically has no direct utility. It is waste disposal on the scale of the entire atmosphere and while there is a lot of money going towards things like offsets and many nature based solutions given that the more permanent options are so expensive and don't count any differently they face a real challenge getting buyers.

Taking a page out of PV's book, even though the technology is currently very expensive given that it holds what is likely an important long term potential for what is undoubtedly an incredibly important problem governments should step in now with both more R&D funding but simultaneously with more demand side funding in the form of guaranteed purchases.

The US block buy program would probably be a good initial model to go with given that it too tried to stimulate demand but not without also putting pressure on producers to get better. Hopefully this demand creates a stable enough expectation of cash flows that projects can then get access to project financing to scale up their infrastructure and so rise to meet the demand.

One major issue that DAC will likely face though that PV didn't is that to get to the scale we want it will likely have to do so though policy markets rather than individual consumers supported by policy. The reason for this, again, is that DAC doesn't produce anything that currently has an economic value. That means that governments, who historically have been the parties that are meant to internalise negative externalities, will likely have an expanded role, which just to reiterate they are currently not filling. So DAC seems to face intense headwinds if governments don't get their act together in a way similar to all of the steps they took to support solar and then some.

Hopefully the above gives a glimpse into the path solar has taken to go from what was one of the most expensive and inefficient sources of electricity to, in places, the world's cheapest form. It is a story, as Nemet notes, that took multiple companies, countries and individuals, all working together and sharing knowledge but it has given us one of the most transformational technologies in history and holds lessons for many future technologies as well.




I See Satan Fall Like Lightning by René Girard

I


The peoples of the world do not invent their gods. They deify their victims. – René Girard



Myths are horrifying.

Take Prometheus. In short, Prometheus was a Greek god who stole fire and gave it to humans. For this crime, he was bound to a rock, where an eagle would come to rip out and consume his liver. The next day, his liver would grow back, so the eagle would come again and feast again. And so on, for eternity.

[image: ]

Most paintings of this scene fail to capture the mood correctly.

It’s an easy story to tell, but it’s difficult to really grasp. The punishment is cruel, for the crime of theft (of a non-excludable good, no less!). This is fairly typical of mythology, and completely unconcerning as long as you don’t take the story at all seriously. I remember, when I first heard of Prometheus, imagining that gods were some sort of super-men with abnormally high pain tolerance. The alternative is unimaginable.

René Girard wants us to imagine the alternative: that mythic punishments were not invented from whole cloth, but are instead slightly dramatized versions of real, historical incidents. Prometheus was a real person, who committed some serious crime (perhaps theft), and was punished by some form of bodily mutilation. In retellings, every aspect of the story has been exaggerated. Notably, though, those retelling the myth rarely feel the need to make the punishment fit the crime.

Another charming example: Ixion. Ixion was, originally, a mortal King of little note. Here’s a picture of Ixion, tied to a flaming wheel, sent spinning through the skies (again, for eternity).

[image: ]

Okay, so the punishment is a bit extreme. What was the crime? He attempted to seduce Hera—Zeus’s wife. By the standards of Greek mythology, this makes sense. But maybe the listener wants more. Well, more there is! While a mortal king, Ixion married a woman and failed to pay her father an appropriate price. This feud escalated until Ixion finally killed he father-in-law. Exiled from his community, Ixion is driven mad with guilt, until Zeus eventually takes pity on him and brings him up to Mount Olympus to join the gods.

Now we have a crime vaguely fitting the punishment. Ixion is a murderer, and for this his life is taken from him. Unfortunately, we can’t close the book quite yet. You see, there are actually multiple versions of the story of Ixion. According to some, it wasn’t his father-in-law he killed, but rather his mother.

As before, by the standards of mythology, there’s nothing strange about this. Characters and details are easily confused over many retellings. This is fine, if you think of a myth merely as a vehicle to convey a core message (like “don’t sleep with the wife of the guy who throws thunder”). But Girard wishes us to view the myth as a retelling of a real, historical incident. At least, we should take the characters and their plights seriously.

Let’s try doing that for Ixion: view the story anew, through our modern sensibilities. Imagine that you are seated in a jury, and asked to hear Ixion’s case. Ixion, if found guilty, is to be put to death. (The more colorful aspects of the procedure are left out.) The crime is adultery.

Because the jury is likely to be unconvinced, the prosecutor brings forth character witnesses. Ixion, the first says, really is a terrible man. He killed his father-in-law. He slayed his own kin! You should have no compunctions about sentencing him to spin on a flaming wheel for eternity. The second character witness agrees. It was, of course, his mother he killed, not his father-in-law. Nevertheless, we can all agree Ixion is bad.

What does this look like? Not in the context of Greek mythology, but to our modern eyes? It’s fairly clear: the prosecutor and witnesses are casting about for any crime to pin on Ixion. It doesn’t matter what the crime is so long as it’s heinous. Details don’t matter, facts don’t matter: Ixion must be convicted.

Girard’s favored example is neither Prometheus nor Ixion, but rather Oedipus. Oedipus, as an infant, is abandoned by his parents, who have heard a prophecy that he will kill his father and marry his mother. This abandonment is Oedipus’s first expulsion from society. Oedipus grows up never knowing who his parents are. In due course, he does indeed kill his father and marry his mother—of course, this must be done unknowingly. When his crime is discovered, he is again expelled (and famously, so overcome with grief that he tears out his own eyes).

Girard focuses on the expulsions. Were they deserved? Within the framework of the myth, yes. Oedipus did, in fact, kill his father and marry his mother, just as the prophecy predicted. His parents were therefore justified in abandoning him the first time, and of course after the crimes were committed, society at large was justified in exiling him. But faithfully apply modern sensibilities, and the result is very different: the infant Oedipus had committed no crime, nor did the adult, at least knowingly. Oedipus, through this lens, is not a story of patricide and incest—it’s a story of unjust persecution.

The legend of Prometheus is about the origin of fire. The story of Ixion is about the dangers of immoral behavior, particularly when the most powerful guy around is your victim. Oedipus is a tale of family, honor, and fate. But underneath these superficial themes lie striking commonalities: a questionable accusation, an extreme form of justice, and millenia of retellings in which the guilt of the accused is never questioned. The myths are not about this miscarriage of justice—instead, they encourage the listener to become a participant.

One myth, in particular, stands apart: the crucifixion. Structurally, of course, it’s very similar. A man of questionable guilt and ambiguous crimes is put to death by (or, really, at the behest of) a large mob. But that structural similarity makes the differences in the telling of the myth crucial. When we recount the story of Oedipus, or the crimes of Ixion, we nearly always “take the side” of the mob, usually without even realizing we’re doing so. It is taken for granted that the punishment dealt out was just. The story of Christ’s death is told from just the opposite perspective: a clearly innocent man, put to death because a mob demanded it.

This is the central point of Girard’s I See Satan Fall Like Lightning: that Christianity stands apart from mythology in telling a story from the perspective of the victim.

II

Girard is most famous for writing not about mythology, but about mimesis. He begins by observing the obvious: people tend to copy each other. Of course this takes many forms, but particularly desire has a mimetic property. This is nothing deep or surprising. If one kid picks up a toy, suddenly it looks just a little bit shinier to everybody else. The thing you want most is, often, the thing that’s difficult to have—and it’s quite difficult to have something if you need to compete with a peer to get it!

The difficulty with mimetic desire specifically is that it naturally leads to violence. It’s easy enough to see how this can come about. Bill has a car, Bob is envious, Bob kills Bill and takes the car.

Most desire isn’t strong enough to incite murder. Unfortunately, mimetic desire also has a tendency to get stronger over time, of its own accord. Here I must confess some frustration with Girard, who has a habit of writing in very general terms with few concrete examples. In this case, I have trouble pinning down exactly what the mechanism is supposed to be for mimetic desire to grow stronger.

Fortunately, a little thought furnishes many plausible mechanisms; here’s one. For Bob to want a nicer car, it’s not actually necessary to see Bill’s car—it may be sufficient just to observe that Bill also desires a nicer car. The more Bill wants a car, the stronger this effect grows; Bill’s desire is directly contagious. And since Bob now wants a car (having caught the desire from Bill), that causes Bill to want the car even more! Thus the two enter a sort of mimetic spiral, each envious in imitation of their rival.

Of course, Bill and Bob can’t have everything that they both want. Inevitably, desiring the same things, they will become competitors, and obstruct each other in their goals. This process Girard refers to as scandal: the one is blocked from his desires by the other. Scandals naturally occur throughout society, creating a war of all against all which gradually builds until violence must erupt.

Importantly, the scandal is not caused by the creation of divisions within society, but rather by unity. As time goes on, Bill and Bob become more alike each other, desiring the same things. This is what causes the scandal to begin with! It is the strong similarity to each other that forces them to become rivals. In Girard’s language, the two become doubles. They are rivals in proportion to their commonalities:


Envy, jealousy, and hate render alike those they possess, but in our world people tend to misunderstand or ignore the resemblances and identities that these passions generate. They have ears only for the deceptive celebration of differences, which rages more than ever in our societies, not because real differences are increasing but because they are disappearing.



(All quotes in this article are from René Girard unless explicitly noted otherwise.)

Inevitably, this talk of mimesis and imitation has strong The Secret of our Success vibes. There, though, imitation is certainly a good thing, allowing humans to accomplish collectively what could never be done individually. Girard, thankfully, does not want us to discard mimesis altogether:


Even if the mimetic nature of human desire is responsible for most of the violent acts that distress us, we should not conclude that mimetic desire is bad in itself. If our desires were not mimetic, they would be forever fixed on predetermined objects; they would be a particular form of instinct. Human beings could no more change their desire than cows their appetite for grass. Without mimetic desire there would be neither freedom nor humanity. Mimetic desire is intrinsically good.



Unfortunately Girard is a little vague on precisely what separates “good” mimesis from the “bad”:


In short, there are good rivalries, and there are bad ones. There is the healthy emulation of those who “rival one another only in efficiency, each one doing his duty.” There are the unhealthy rivalries of those who “do not master themselves”. [...] It’s not external enemies that ruin societies; it’s the unlimited ambitions, the unbridled competitions, that divide human beings rather than unite them.



What, exactly, does it mean to “limit” and “bridle” mimetic imitation? Is it a sufficient limitation if I only kill the mother and father in jealous rage, while sparing the son? Or, at the other extreme, am I required to confine myself to quietly rolling my eyes whenever they leave on vacation?

I think what Girard means is that emulation should be directed towards productive ends. Alas, this is not a helpful insight. We can all agree that being a productive member of society is good, and being a lousy leech is bad, whether or not imitation is involved. For any behavior, one can do too much or too little. Simply saying that “too much is bad” is no guide to how much is bad.

Perhaps it is sufficient to simply be aware of the problem. We can hope—and indeed, Girard eventually suggests—that the knowledge that one is participating in a mimetic rivalry can put a stopper on the most harmful effects.

III

So far we have discussed the cruelty of myths, and the consequences of mimetic desire. Now we will see, in one story, how they are connected.

In the city of Ephesus, Philostratus writes, there was a plague. After many attempts to rid themselves of it, the Ephesians turned to one Apollonius, who was successful. Girard relates Philostratus’s telling of the event, and like him I can do no better than to quote:


“Take courage, for I will today put a stop to the course of the disease.” And with these words he led the population entire to the theatre, where the image of the Averting god has been set up. And there he saw what seemed an old mendicant artfully blinking his eyes as if blind, and he carried a wallet and a crust of bread in it; and he was clad in rags and was very squalid of countenance. Apollonius therefore ranged the Epheseians around him and said: “Pick up as many stones as you can and hurl them at this enemy of the gods.” Now the Ephesians wondered what he meant, and were shocked at the idea of murdering a stranger so manifestly miserable; for he was begging and praying them to take mercy upon him. Nevertheless Apollonius insisted and egged on the Ephesians to launch themselves on him and not let him go. And as soon as some of them began to take shots and hit him with their stones, the beggar who had seemed to blink and be blind, gave them all a sudden glance and showed that his eyes were full of fire. Then the Ephesians recognized that he was a demon, and they stoned him so thoroughly that their stones were heaped into a great cairn around him. After a little pause Apollonius bade them remove the stones and acquaint themselves with the wild animal which they had slain. When therefore they had exposed the object which they thought they had thrown their missiles at, they found that he had disappeared and instead of him there was a hound who resembled in form and look a Molosian dog, but was in size the equal of the largest lion; there he lay before their eyes, pounded to pulp by their stones and vomiting foam as mad dogs do. Accordingly the statue of the Averting god, namely Hercules, has been set up over the spot where the ghost was slain.



This story has, in many ways, the flavor of myth: a man transformed to a demon, the influence of a god, and a plague cured miraculously. But it certainly refers to a historical event, and so we must try to understand how it came to be that we are hearing this story. Some events happened, not necessarily those that were related. Those events were recounted, and the story retold, and eventually written down by Philostratus. What could the events have been that led to this story? And remember: no miracles allowed!

There was, let’s assume, a plague. Enter Apollonius, a confident huckster. According to the story, he encounters an apparent beggar and recognizes him as a plague demon of some form. Since plague demons don’t exist, though, we’d better come up with a different interpretation! Girard suggests the obvious: this really was just an old beggar, who Apollonius recognized as an excellent scapegoat.

Apollonius urges the Ephesians to stone the beggar, and they are (to their almost-literally eternal credit) reluctant. But once the first stone is thrown, something changes. The Ephesians recognize the demon, and now their hearts are in it, and the beggar is killed. But again: demons don’t exist, so how can it be that they recognized a demon?

First, ignore the reference to the demon. Stripped of supernatural mumbo-jumbo, the story now says something like:


At first the people were unwilling to throw stones, but once the first person stepped forward to attack, it rather suddenly became easier.



That’s believable enough! Girard puts a bit of a mimetic spin on it, suggesting that whoever the first stone-caster was, their desire (to stone the beggar) was contagious. In fact, not just their desire should be contagious, but their interpretation of the world. To the first stone-thrower, the beggar really was evil, and soon enough the entire population has copied that interpretation, and they see the beggar for what he “really” is: a demon. History is told by those who aren’t being stoned to death, so of course in the story passed down to us, that’s exactly what happened.

Finally we must ask: how can it be that stoning an innocent man restores health to the community? The most likely explanation is a literal co-incidence. Here, though, GIrard has a striking suggestion:


In the ancient and medieval world the word “plague” was often used in a sense that is not strictly medical. Almost always it included a social dimension. Until the Renaissance, wherever “real” epidemics occurred, they disrupted social relations. Wherever social relations were disrupted, epidemics could occur. The fact that both kinds of plague are contagious facilitates the confusion.



The word “audacious” comes to mind. Girard probably benefits from his habitual vagueness: were he any more concrete, we might be able to pin down a specific factual claim and disprove it. The general suggestion is that ancient and medieval communities, unaware of basic medical facts, were likely to have trouble distinguishing between medical and social ills. This is a tempting claim, not least because it ties up Apollonius’s miracle in a neat little bundle:


[The plague of Ephesus] is an epidemic of mimetic rivalries, an interweaving of scandals, a war of all against all, which, thanks to the victim selected by the diabolical cleverness of Apollonius, is transformed “miraculously” into a reconciliation of all against one. [...] He expects from this violence a cathartic effect superior to that of ordinary sacrifices or of the tragic dramas that were performed, no doubt, in the theater of Ephesus in the second century of our era.



I’m genuinely torn on what to do with this idea. The linguistic parallels between mimesis and plague run deep. Some of these (“going viral”) are clearly because the people who, in the last century, have thought carefully about imitation and mimetics, tended to use disease as a convenient metaphor. Others have older origins: we speak of “social ills” being “cured”, and that sounds a lot like what Apollonius accomplished! But these are all merely linguistic parallels, and might mean nothing.

On the other hand, the ancient Greeks had a form of ritual sacrifice—human ritual sacrifice, to be clear, so there’s much in common with scapegoating—termed Pharmakos. That sounds a lot like “pharmacology”, and this is not a coincidence. Not because nothing is ever a coincidence, but because it’s really just not a coincidence: the ritual was meant to cleanse the city of various ills.


The pharmakos rituals were supposed to purify the Greek cities of their illnesses and render them more harmonious; they were supposed, in short, to accomplish the kind of miracle that Apollonius worked with his beggar.



This sounds a lot like confusing medical and social plagues!

If we accept Girard’s view of the plague as at least partially social (i.e. a mimetic plague), rather than medical, we’re left with the following historical story. Ephesus was a society scandalized, in a war of all against all. Apollonius came along, and found a scapegoat—an innocent man to blame for society’s ills. In convincing the population to blame this man, he also gave them all a common enemy. They were, in the moment of the stoning, a truly united body, in a war of all against one. Once the beggar was dead, there was (at least for a brief time) no conflict remaining. The social plague was cured.

And how is the story told? Like the legend of Prometheus, it must be told so that the beggar was at fault. That’s the whole point: for the scapegoating trick to work, society must be unanimous: there is nobody remaining to tell the story as we now suspect it, in which an innocent man is murdered. This, for Girard, is the likely origin of many myths:


As the gods age, of course, their evil dimension becomes blurred to the advantage of their beneficent side, but vestiges of the original demon always remain, that is, of the victim who was collectively massacred. If we are content to repeat the standard cliches about the Olympian gods, we will see only their majesty and their serenity. In classical art the positive elements are generally in the foreground, but behind them, even in the case of Zeus, there are the “wild pranks” of the god, as they are called with an indulgence that is a little silly. Everyone agrees to “excuse these escapades with a knowingly complicit smile, as if it were a little like youth who “sow their wild oats” or like an American president caught in a flagrant act of adultery. [...]

In reality the “wild pranks” are the traces of crimes similar to those of Oedipus and other divinized scapegoats: parricide, incest, bestial fornication, and other horrible crimes. All of these are accusations typical of witch-hunts, with which primitive mobs are permanently obsessed, as are modern crowds seeking to find victims.



Crucially, the telling of these myths does not come after the process Girard describes. It’s not “first there’s societal conflict, then an innocent is blamed, then peace is restored, and that’s where these stories come from”. Rather, telling the stories is actually part of the lynching. We repeat the allegations, we recount the punishment, and we ignore the fact that the allegation is clearly nonsensical and the punishment clearly unjust. Look again at the tale of Ixion. The two accusations of murder levelled against him—that’s the sort of thing that happens when people are casting around, after the deed has been done, for something to justify Ixion’s assassination.

This is the mythological heritage of mankind: a longstanding tradition of lynching the innocent and lying to ourselves about it—for millenia.

IV

Wikipedia labels Girard a “historian, polymath, literary critic, and philosopher of social science”. In I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, Girard is first and foremost a Christian apologist. The book is unambiguously dedicated to the theme that the monotheistic religions are decisively different from, and better than, all previous mythology and religion. To Girard, Judaism began the work of viewing persecution from the eyes of the victim, and Christianity completed the task by giving the world an instance of persecution in which the innocence of the victim could not be denied. (No mention is made of Islam!)

Girard has choice words for those who view various religions as largely interchangeable:


Those who discuss religions give the impression of taking them very seriously, but in reality they don’t attach the least importance to them. They view religions, all the religions, as completely mythical, but each in its own fashion. They praise them all in the same spirit we all praise kindergartners’ “paintings,” which are all masterpieces.



So let’s try and attach some importance to religion, as Girard does, beginning with the Old Testament. The tale of Joseph is an easy one. When Joseph was a slave, his owner’s wife attempted to seduce him and was spurned. Offended, the wife claimed that Joseph attempted to rape her, and Joseph is thus wrongfully imprisoned. This isn’t what “actually happened”, this is what the Bible tells us! A mythic source, recounting a false accusation as a false accusation—a true miracle.

“Ah,” the clever reader will say, “but perhaps Joseph was an attempted rapist, and the Bible is credulously repeating Joseph’s own false accusation about his owner’s wife.” Perhaps. And our modern sensibilities certainly make it difficult to sympathize with the wife of the guy who owns a human being, so it would be easy for us to continue repeating Joseph’s false accusation. But crucially, the Old Testament recounts no retribution against the owner or his wife. The tale of Joseph is not one of revenge nor one of justice. It is simply the tale of a victim. True or false, it’s noteworthy and unusual.

If you want a tale of an innocent victim in the Old Testament, the canonical example is probably Job. Job is punished by Satan (as part of a bet with God) precisely because he’s innocent: Satan is annoyed and wants to prove that he isn’t perfect. Job’s friends then come and join in the persecution, prodding Job and insisting he must have somehow sinned. Job remains true, protesting his innocence while praising God.

Girard just wouldn’t be Girard without making an unnecessarily strong claim:


The psalms [...] may be the oldest texts in human history to let the voice of the victims, rather than that of their persecutors, be heard.



The point, though, is well taken. The Old Testament foregrounds the voices of victims in a way that, say, Greek mythology really doesn’t.  In both the Old Testament and in mythology, there is plenty of unjust persecution to be found. But when we tell the tales of Greek mythology, we tell them from the perspective of the angry mob and the vindictive king. The Old Testament sides firmly with the victim.

The New Testament takes this all a step further. The Old Testament contains stories of persecution told from the perspective of the victim, yes, but that aspect is arguably not central to what the Old Testament is. The New Testament, though, really is about unjust persecution of an unambiguously innocent man. It’s the story that forces you to recognize lynchings for what they are. Jesus is killed at the behest of a mob—Pontius Pilate accedes in the (apparently correct) belief that allowing this one scapegoat will restore social order to the realm. But finally, we have the story told in the modern framing: this event is not justice, but a travesty.

Girard goes into a lot of detail while extolling the virtues of the New Testament, and does a good job of it. One particular point is really worth repeating here. In the story of Apollonius above, remember that it was difficult for Apollonius to get the mob to start throwing stones. Once the process is started, it’s sustained and accelerated by imitation/mimetic desire, but the very beginning can be tricky. The transformation from all-against-all to all-against-one can happen organically—after all, everybody is already in the habit of copying their mimetic double, so it’s easy for hatred of a single individual to spread quickly—but in the case Apollonius faced, he needed to ensure it was directed against a particular, defenseless, person with no allies that might obstruct the process. To do this, he had to get someone to cast the first stone. Jesus, in a similar situation, channels his own effort into preventing that first stone from being cast, trying to impress upon his audience the significance of that incendiary act.

A special irony here is not lost on Girard. The Old Testament is infamous for having, well, “Old Testament morality”. It’s the cruel book, it’s the book of smiting and burning and sacrifice, it’s the book of outlandish punishments for trivial crimes. The New Testament, meanwhile, is often accused of implying that the blame for Jesus’s death lies on a particular scapegoat population. But while being popularly ridiculed for those faults, its rather more virtuous treatment of the innocent is ignored:


Many intellectuals, when they turn to the Bible of the New Testament claim to smell there (with a disgust borrowed of course from Nietzsche) what they call “des relents du bouc emissaire” (“the odor of the scapegoat”). They find this smell “nauseating,” and I suppose this is in memory of the original he-goat. These fine bloodhounds never exercise this exquisite acuteness of their sense of smell when they turn to Dionysos and Oedipus. No one ever detects in the myths the stench of corpses badly buried. The myths are never the objects of the least suspicion.



This is late in the book, and Girard is starting to get grumpy. Remember, he’s a serious Christian in academia—not the easiest way to make friends. Moreover, he’s writing in 2001, and Twitter wasn’t available yet as a place to dump this stuff. Let’s forgive him his spicy takes and move on to understand what all this means for Christianity’s role in the modern world.

V

One cannot write an entire book about mimetics and Christianity without recognizing that Christianity is the greatest meme ever told. About a third of the world are Christian believers; Islam, a mimetic descendent, gives another quarter.  To Girard—writing, remember, from the perspective of a believing Christian—that’s the whole point. Girard identifies Satan with mimetic violence itself. Satan is the “tempter”, Satan is the “accuser”. Satan must be defeated; how can this be done? By spreading, far and wide, a meme that explains how mimetic violence and the scapegoat mechanism work.

Before I go further: Girard believes quite firmly that concern for victims is a phenomenon that began in Judaism and Christianity, and is exclusive to that tradition. No other mythology, religion, or society can have independently adopted the same perspective. Once again, this seems an implausibly strong claim, but also an unnecessarily strong one. It is sufficient, to understand what he says on the topic of the modern concern for victims, to believe that this perspective arose rarely, and that its most widespread proponent today is Christianity.

Girard tries to explain how “Christianity” (by which he really means our modern victim-oriented sensibility, whatever its religious trappings) spread so successfully and ends up resorting, at least in part, to divine intervention. Leaving that question aside, we’re left with the empirical claim:


Our society is the most preoccupied with victims of any that ever was. Even if it is insincere, a big show, the phenomenon has no precedent. No historical period, no society we know, has ever spoken of victims as we do. We can detect in the recent past the beginnings of the contemporary attitude, but every day new records are broken. We are all actors as well as witnesses in a great anthropological first.



I’m sorely tempted to invoke the precautionary principle, and suggest that we bring back the practice of scapegoating in order to avoid potentially severe negative consequences from this “great anthropological first”. Alas, if we take the story above seriously, this isn’t practical: the New Testament doesn’t forbid scapegoating, it rather makes it less powerful by making the participants aware of the mechanism in which they take part. We would have to trick people, to prevent them from realizing they were taking part in a scapegoating to begin with.

VI

One question prickles: if Christianity—the concern for victims—is a powerful meme, should we be concerned that it will become another engine for breeding dangerous rivalries that can only be concluded through scapegoating? Girard says yes:


The concern for victims has become a paradoxical competition of mimetic rivalries, of opponents continually trying to outbid one another.



“Looks like scapegoating’s back on the menu, boys!”

At this point Girard becomes eminently quotable, and I really have very little to add. Most of the quotes below are taken from Chapter 13, “The Modern Concern for Victims”. I remind you that he’s writing in 2001, and died in 2015.

Concern for victims makes us all acutely sensitive to when another is being cast as a scapegoat. How should one act to defend the powerless? And how do people tend to act, in practice?


We could use our insight discreetly with our neighbors, not humiliating those we catch in the very act of expelling a scapegoat. But more frequently we turn our knowledge into a weapon, a means not only of perpetuating old conflicts but of raising them to a new level of cunning, which the very existence of this knowledge and its propagation in the whole society demand. [...] Our society’s obligatory compassion authorizes new forms of cruelty.



And of course some victims are more equal than others:


The victims most interesting to us are always those who allow us to condemn our neighbors. And our neighbors do the same. They always think first about victims for whom they hold us responsible.



In case it’s not clear, Girard is not happy about this aspect of the modern world:


The current process of spiritual demagoguery and rhetorical overkill has transformed the concern for victims into a totalitarian command and a permanent inquisition.



There is something deeply dishonest about using—or at least participating in—the scapegoat mechanism while claiming to be chiefly concerned with the plight of victims.


This other totalitarianism presents itself as the liberator of humanity. In trying to usurp the place of Christ, the powers imitate him in the way a mimetic rival imitates his model in order to defeat him. They denounce the Christian concern for victims as hypocritical and a pale imitation of the authentic crusade against oppression and persecution for which they would carry the banner themselves.

In the symbolic language of the New Testament, we would say that in our world Satan, trying to make a new start and gain new triumphs, borrows the language of victims. Satan imitates Christ better and better and pretends to surpass him.



All that having been said, nobody can deny that René Girard was truly awake to our collective moral culpability for scapegoating. At the close of the book he writes:


Because of the simple fact that we live in a world whose structure is based on mimetic processes and victim mechanisms, from which we all profit without knowing it, we are all accessories to the Crucifixion, persecutors of Christ.



Which is just about the most Christian sentiment I can think of.






In Search of Canadian Political Culture by Nelson Wiseman

(or Albion’s Seed in British North America)

I wrote this review for two reasons. First, like all Canadians, when I come across something about America, my instinct is to ask “what about us? Why is no one talking about us?”. It was this response when I first read the SSC post on Albion’s Seed, which pushed me down a rabbit hole. Second, In this search for this Canadian ‘Albion’s Seed’, I came across a bitter and controversial debate among Canadian historians on what Canada is and isn’t. We are an arrogant people, after all.

Similar to how the tribes in David Hackett Fischer’s 1989 Albion’s Seed apparently foretell the cultural and political fractures of post-2016 modern America, Nelson Wiseman’s In Search of Canadian Political Culture aims to tell us about the current differences and fault lines of Canadian politics. As I revisited the book to write this, Canada found itself in a national crisis during the trucker blockades. As the Federal Conservatives once agains aim to nominate a leader, it appears that regional and political tensions are at a new high.

Now, there may be less interest in a book about the founding of Canada than say, the global superpower south of its border. Wiseman’s book is worthwhile if you too were intrigued by Albion’s Seed as it can illustrate how well a similar thesis fares in the country next door. Likewise, as we think about charter cities, taking stock of the last iteration of settler experiments and their current legacies is an useful exercise. Finally, as the ‘siege of Ottawa’ earlier this year suggested, rumblings in the peaceable kingdom can even spillover into other countries.

If that makes sense to you, then stick around and let's join Wiseman in exploring Albions’ seeds in British North America in search of Canadian political culture.

Preface - Albion’s Seeds in British North America

In Search of Canadian Political Culture i_s not necessarily unique and is part of a long tradition of Canadian writing on the ‘Tory-touch thesis’._ The thesis was initiated by the American scholar Louis Hartz (and Kenneth McRae, his Canadian contributor) when he applied his Lockean American Founding thesis to other countries in the 1969 Founding of New Societies and later developed by Gad Horowitiz in his seminal 1966 article. Very quickly, it is the following in TL; DR:


	Canada's (English) founding population brought British Tory ideas, especially informed by their experiences during the American Revolution.

	While the Loyalists were still liberal, this tory touch meant less of a puritanical focus on individualism and freedom and a more of a ‘tory touched liberalism’, best exemplified by Canada’s unofficial motto of ‘peace, order, and good government’.

	According to old fashioned dialectic theory, the interaction between the communitarian Tory and individualist Liberal elements resulted in the social democratic impulse.

	This resulted in the quasi-social democratic policies that Canadians see as part and parcel of this country’s core, whether in celebration or lamentation.



Written at a time of heated discussions of Canadian nationalism, Horowitz’ thesis has set the terms of the debate of a country that loves to argue what it is. Even its most ardent critics must either refute the tory touch or see it as a malaise to be cured.

Now, coming back to Wiseman, the book focuses on testing the thesis within Canada. The original Tory Touch thesis tried to explain (and perhaps justify) how Canada differed from the United States, a key existential question. Instead, Wiseman focuses on how Canadian regions differ in their past and their present, suggesting that the story is more than just English and French, American and Canadian.

The book’s thesis is that both national and regional Canadian political culture is informed by the timing, attributes, and ideas of the main founding group, primarily British, in each region. Wiseman argues for a ‘cultural founder effect’ where founding populations (charter groups) and their socioeconomic, cultural, and class traits (‘ideological-cultural genes’) determine the subsequent political culture and institutions of societies over time. Wiseman outlines how various charter groups developed distinct political cultures within Canada. And at this point, it definitely seems that political conflict is not between English and French Canada but groups within English Canada. This is not dissimilar to how Albion’s Seed lends itself to the ‘new civil war’ thesis concerning white Americans.

While not as dense as Albion’s Seed and its investigation of folkways; the commonalities between Wiseman’s and Fischer’s books are clear. The book even has its own Canadian set of characters including United Empire Loyalists, Labourists, and Americans.

Wiseman outlines five distinct waves that shaped Canada. The first wave came from Feudal France and now make up the Quebecois and other Francophones across Canada. This wave came to an end in 1760 after the British Conquest. After this, came three distinct waves of British and European Immigrants. The next wave were the Loyalist Refugees fleeing the American Revolution and settling parts of the Atlantic and present day Ontario during the 1780s. As British North America developed, these initial Loyalists were followed in the 1850s by a significant wave of more middle-class Britons to Ontario. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, a large wave of working-class British, American and Eastern and Central Europeans settled the prairies westward. Lastly, the current wave of immigration from the rest of the world increasingly makes up a large part of the country’s population.

The book focuses on the first four waves as they were the waves that acted as charter groups for specific regions and were able to leave their mark on nascent institutions, politics, and societies. As each subsequent wave of immigration settled further west from the Atlantic, these groups brought with them not only their cultural traits but also elements of the contemporary political struggles, debates, and concerns of their homes, mainly Britain.

In this sense, you could visualise British political history in motion if you started from the Atlantic and moved to the West Coast. As shown in the table below, we can go from echoes of Pre-Labour Britain in Atlantic Canada to intense partisan battles between social democrats and anti-socialists in British Columbia. The two outliers are the two distinct societies of Quebec and Alberta, one formal and the other informal. These two, as will be discussed later, have their political culture pivot on another axis.






















































































	Region	British Columbia	Alberta	Saskatchewan	Manitoba	Ontario	Quebec	Maritimes
	Provincial parties							
	Main Party1	Left-wing New Democrat Party,	Various parties of conservative/populist streak,	Left-wing New Democrat Party,	Centre-right Conservatives	Centre-right Conservatives	Various nationalist parties	Centre-left Liberals
	Main Party 2	Anti-socialist Liberals (formerly Social Credit)	Left-wing New Democrat Party,	Saskatchewan Party (formerly Conservatives)	Left-wing New Democrat Party,	Centre-left Liberals	Liberals as federalists,	Centre-right Conservatives
	Viable third party	Greens	-	-	Centre-left Liberals	Left-wing New Democrat Party,	Other nationalist parties	-
	Founding Waves							
	Main Wave	Labourists,	Americans,	Labourist,	Labourists,	Loyalists, Reformers,	New France,	Loyalists,
	Other waves	some Americans	some Labourists	some Americans	some Loyalists and Reformers	some Labourists	some Loyalists and Reformers	some pre-Loyalists, New France


The most common response to kind of thesis is that “its the political economy, stupid”. Sure, the configurations above align with self-interest, such as when Atlantic Canada’s ‘dependency’ makes them hostile to privatisation or when Alberta’s economic growth and resource economy fuels its distrust of government. At the same time, Wiseman tells us to keep two things in mind.

First, political economy can only go so far in explaining differences. For example, if Atlantic Canada has always been a ‘has-not’ province, why hasn’t the New Democrats (NDP) with its class politics and penchant for spending dominated those areas provincially or federally? Likewise, British’s Columbia’s booming commodity-driven economy didn’t result in a quasi-one party system like its neighbour Alberta nor did it dampen its labour movement.

Secondly, and more importantly, Wiseman takes pains to emphasise these political cultures are often competing national visions that play out in the federal arena, either in federal elections or federalism. Unlike the Catalan parties in Spain, the Alberta-based Reform party was a federal party that wanted to remake the staid national order. This regional resentment was so successful at the national level that it won seats across the country and even usurped the traditional Conservatives, leaving a mark to this day. Unless you’re Quebec and its sovereignist parties, where your goals are quite different.

I - Touched by a Tory: 18th Century Loyalists in Atlantic Canada and Ontario

Those Loyalists who went to Britain discovered their American liberal heritage rather differently [...] Above all, many found England narrow, confining, and they longed for the lost freedom of America - Kenneth McRae, in Hartz’s Founding of New Societies (1969)

The Loyalists are the key protagonist in the Canadian founding myth. As those loyal to the Crown fleeing the ‘American mobs’ after 1776, they fled to British North America and chartered the eastern part of Canada, specifically the Maritimes and Ontario. In some ways, the attention and mythology  is not surprising as the key difference between two otherwise similar North American English settlements was indeed our position regarding the Empire.

Yet, the two regions settled by these Loyalists differed and continue to do so. In Atlantic Canada, the Loyalists joined the existing seaboard settlements of English Newfoundland and the French colony in New Brunswick. In Upper Canada (then Ontario), they were numerically smaller but had a cleaner founding on the frontier. This distinction is important because Wiseman argues that it both attracted and cultivated two types of migrants. In Atlantic Canada, the Loyalists included the ‘clergy, gentlemen, and ivy leaguers’. In Ontario, the frontier and vast amounts of land attracted a rougher and ambitious Loyalist.

Atlantic Canada:

There is no question that the Loyalists in Atlantic Canada were conservative in disposition and outlook relative to their ex-countrymen. While numerically larger than their Ontario counterparts, they already came to existing and scattered English settlements in the country. Existing settlements, the seaboard’s selection effect, and the lack of successive immigration is what Wiseman attributes to this region being the most small-c conservative region in Canada. For example, Joseph Howe who brought responsible government to Nova Scotia was so Loyalist, his initial goal was representation in the British House of Commons, not in the colonies itself.

Wiseman calls the Maritimes the ‘New England’ of Canada and specifically Newfoundland as Canada’s West County England. Socially, Atlantic Canada has been a highly homogenous and close-knit place of Anglo-Celtic heritage. For example, Newfoundland only saw its first whiff of Central Europeans in the 1950s while Ontario had seen this since the 1800s. While Newfoundland is an extreme case of localism, Atlantic Canadians are more likely to be born, live and die in the same place than other provinces. They are also more likely to identify locally before identifying as Canadian. However, the homogeneity also results in high civic trust and significant levels of voter turnout. For example, Wiseman notes that in 2003, Prince Edward Island and Ontario both had elections. However, the former somehow had roughly 80% turnout in the middle of a hurricane that cut off power to many households, while the latter only had 57% turnout in a tense election where the would-be winner was called an “evil reptilian kitten-eater from another planet”. The Maritimes are home to some of Canada’s murky and extremely wealthy family dynasties such as the Irvings, McCains, and Sobeys but this does not seem to have generated any significant resentment in an otherwise ‘have-not’ province. Farming - along with seafood and natural resources - is key to the region. However, unlike export-oriented Prairies farms or large mechanised Ontario farms, Atlantic Canadian farms tend to be diverse in commodity and small. Farms are a ‘way of life’ to be passed down to generations and may include multigenerational living arrangements to this day. This quasi-‘moral economy’ did not lend itself to the various agrarian political organisations found across Canadian history who played a significant role in political development.

Politically, the Maritimes resemble contemporary Britain at the time of this founding. Liberals and Conservatives were and remain the two main parties in these provinces. However, the ideological distance between the two parties have been small in a region culturally isolated from Europe’s grand ideological conflicts or Canada’s nascent evolving political culture. In addition, the Maritimes not only inherited New England’s quaint and friendly culture but also the ‘pork and barrel’ spending and patronage that one would find in such a system. As late as the 1990s, patronage was so woven into this political culture that Nova Scotia Premier John Savage fought an unpopular battle against patronage appointments in the public service and his own party. Around the same time, Prince Edward Island left student hiring to the discretion of cabinet ministers who unsurprisingly appointed party loyalists and acquaintances. Another example of ‘ideological’ absence can be seen in how parties have life-long memberships, which suggests that they function closer to civil society than perhaps ideological vehicles.

Ontario:

As the Loyalist Maritimes slowly coalesced into what it is today, their Ontario counterparts were busy on the frontier making what Wiseman calls the Counter-Revolution. Unlike the Maritimes, however, Ontario was and remains the key destination for immigration resulting in a far more turbulent history.  Furthermore, the same wounded Loyalist spirit and its more entrepreneurial elements arrived at the frontier and started to nurse an obsession with nation-building (a bizarro America if you will). This stance and distrust towards Americans was further hardened by the War of 1812 and its Fenian Raids.

One infamous legacy of Ontario’s Loyalists was, of course, the _Family Compac_t - a small group of close-knit petty oligarchs who virtually ruled the settlement like their Chateau Clique counterparts in present-day Quebec. As the villains in Canada’s fight for responsible government (more on that later), they were indeed conservative and oligarchic compared to the Americans. However, the Compact was also interested in accumulating power and wealth in contrast to the idle hereditary counterparts in England, the Squattocracy in Australia, or even the patricians of Atlantic Canada. Given their merchant membership and the influence of the Glorious Revolution back home, they had a strong interest in expansion and development in almost Hamiltonian or Whiggish fashion. It is this outlook that can be best described as ‘tory-streaked liberalism’ or ‘red-toryism’ and their view toward government didn’t hurt the later Canadian proclivity for intervention or protectionism found in the National Policy onwards.

While they were ultimately reduced in power and size, the main political descendants of the Loyalist tradition have been the Conservatives in Central and Western Canada and at the federal level, Progressive Conservatives until the 2000s. This conservatism is often seen as less doctrinaire relative to other traditions and more conducive to government regulation and shifting public opinion.

Perhaps the most interesting consequence of Loyalist heritage is in Ontario’s total rejection of the fact that it is a separate identity in itself. It certainly helps that Ontario has often served as the ‘imperial capital’. For example, turnout in federal elections is higher than for provincial elections despite the fact that the latter matters more materially to voters. Ontarians are least likely to think they are mistreated by the federal government. They are also more likely to think the electoral system is fair despite the fact that their density, like all populated areas, gets penalised. They also appear, regardless of party in power, lukewarm to appeals of regional resentment. Likewise, Ontarian leaders have always seen and played an important role in national unity discussions. The conserative premier Davis worked closely with the Federal Liberals on these great constitutional debates despite the ideological misalignment and encroachment on provincial matters.



Like any academic, Wiseman likes to focus on the debate that I suppose few Canadians would care much about. However, a key puzzle that captivated even American scholars such as Hartz and Lipset, is the absence of ‘socialism’ in the United States and its presence in Canada. Of the two Loyalist settlements above, the Social Democratic NDP only rose in influence in the province that had other inflows. Despite Horowitz’s belief that ‘social democracy in canada is proportional to its loyalist heritage’; it appears that Atlantic Canada did not result in social democracy. It just sort of congealed into place as one would expect with cultural ‘genetic drift’. In other words, Atlantic Canada appears to falsify Horowitz despite its heavy load of loyalists. The one exception that proves the rule is Cape Breton and its history of labour action in coal mines. There were bitter strikes in the 1920s and even a brief Labour Party that came from good ol’ 'factionalism. Wiseman notes that much of Cape Breton’s miners were recent (particularly Scottish) immigrants from Britain who came in the early 1900s and brought a ‘class consciousness’ commonplace in British coal mines.

II - Reform(ers) comes to Ontario in the 19th Century

“The distinguishing feature marking Canada as the odd-man out among all the British colonies that moved towards responsible government in the course of the nineteenth century was

that responsible government came only after a prolonged, bitter, and violent

struggle. [....] Such persistent political violence had no parallel anywhere else in the

post-1783 British Empire”. - Gordon T Stewart, ‘The Origins of Canadian Politics’

This is where most stories of Canada’s founding conclude. Americans kept the liberals, Canadians kept the loyalists, War of 1812, after which both had tons of immigration and everyone lived happily ever after. However, given that Canada at the time did not cut ties with Britain at the time, Canada had successive waves of British immigration. Indeed, this is basically the matter of disagreement between Loyalists and Revolutionaries in 1776! In this sense, Canada went through a cultural founder effect but unlike the United States - Canada differed in that it still continued to receive British inflows that continued to diversify the sources. Likewise, Canada was not a sovereign nation for a very long time and as the quote above suggested, responsible government did not come until after this British wave came crashing.

At this point, we come to the Reformer wave in the 19th Century, which Wiseman names in reference to the political period they left at the time.Class and disposition influenced those willing to escape Britain and sail across the Atlantic to a foreign and cold frontier. So, they were of more middle-class persuasion and came to Ontario due to the promise of vast land and status, keeping in mind that the Loyalists were themselves more liberal than a lot of the home country. At this point, the population of Ontario (then Upper Canada) swelled from 77,000 in 1811 to 952,000 (11x!) in just forty years. This wave was roughly 3-5ths Irish, 1-fifth English, and another of Scots. This Scottish element included quite a few influential names such as John A Macdonald, William Lyon Mackenzie, George Brown, and Robert Baldwin.

Like all migrants, this group brought with them the political battles of their home country at the time, including over the 1832 Reform Act. This influence was represented in the papers they founded with the names of “British Whig”, “Galt Reformer”, “St.Thomas Liberal” or “Chatham Freeman”. With active links to the British movement, the wave agitated for reform in Upper Canada and against the Family Compact. This resulted in, as the excerpt above by Stewart suggests, the violent Upper and Lower Canada (present-day Quebec) rebellions in 1837. While these movements were crushed and many members exiled, the final result was responsible government arising from the recommendations of the Durham Commission.

By the time responsible government came with the fusion of Upper and Lower Canada into the Province of Canada, the most radical and republican activists were exiled or diminished. The more conservative-minded connected with more Whiggish Loyalists, as with John A Macdonald’s Liberal-Conservative Party. Over time, the more reform-minded component developed into a clear ‘Grit’ identity coalesced in this group and was the predecessor to the current Liberals. This movement initially had a strong agrarian bias and was influenced by English physiocratic ideas regarding free trade, property rights, and farming. Their influence was first seen in the agrarian organisations in Ontario. While this clashed with the Loyalist ideas more susceptible to mercantilism, they aligned on the need for economic and national expansion out west, which was of prime importance to Macdonald’s aptly named Liberal-Conservative government after the rebellions.

Unlike in Atlantic Canada, this Reformer wave brought a Liberal Party to Ontario that had ideological distance from the Conservatives. This group left Britain at the time of an increasingly vibrant political competition. Initially playing the role of country and agrarian voice against Tory elites, urbanisation in the post-war period resulted in a Liberal re-alignment with urban bourgeois voters. Often in tension against an imperial and ethnic notion of Canada until that question was settled, the Liberal movement began to fill the role of championing a broader ‘Canadian nationalism’.

III - Prelude to British North America: 17th and 18th Century Nouvelle France

Notre maître le passé - Lionel Groulx

Of course, these British waves in Canada were not just on their own, so it's useful to take it back a few steps for an interlude or perhaps prelude. New France and its legacy is a big part of the Canadian story and acts as the key faultline for much of history. Quebec’s experience has gone through two major ‘quakes’. The obvious one is the British conquest of New France, memorialised in the province’s motto ‘Je me souviens’ that are on its licence plates. The second quake is the Quiet Revolution, when Quebec went under drastic and large cultural, economic and political change.

Quebec is the oldest part of European Canada, with New France being settled in 1608 at the height of French Absolutism. Under French control, only Catholic immigrants were admitted and the quasi-feudal system of seigneurialism was implemented. After the Seven Years War, New France was ceded to or ‘conquered’ by the British. At this point, most of the non-religious elite evacuated back to France, leaving primarily the roughly 65,000 clergy and habitants to be joined by the small Anglophone commercial class that held significant power. However, the 1774 Quebec Act protected French culture, language and religion - providing significant reins for the clerical elite to mold this society under formal British rule. Quebec was cut off from France during the Age of Enlightenment and the French Revolution. As such, New France developed on its own path, further hardened by and resentful of English domination. In this juncture, the Catholic Church embodied the French Language and culture, as seen with the significance of the Catholic Priest and intellectual Lionel Grioulx, the ‘father of Quebec identity’, who took his cues from De Maistre rather than Rousseau.

Quebec historiography has been controversial on the specifics on Grioulx’s nationalism, particularly on anti-semitism. However, while liberalism existed, Wiseman is adamant that there was a clear feudal-cum-‘corporatist’ vein. As late as 1935, the issue of habitants and seigneurialism was debated in the provincial parliament. Likewise, the habitants, while nationalistic, were nonplussed  by representative reform and its tax implications during the Lower Canada Rebellion. Likewise, Quebec was the last province to make schooling compulsory and French Canadians rarely did secular schooling until the 1950s. For Wiseman, these all suggest ambivalence towards English liberalism. It did not help that the English elite embodied a commercial and liberal ethos. Perhaps a more obvious tell is the lack of elite disapproval towards the nationalist Vichy Regime, Portugal’s Salazar, or Spain’s Franco. Quebec also clearly took policy cues from the corporatist model, with its syndicats and caisses populaires. Quebec’s clergy, unlike the Social Gospel Preachers out west, preoccupied itself with circling the wagons from outsiders to maintain internal solidarity.

However, after the Quiet Revolution in the 1950s, Quebec underwent a drastic cultural shift and an awakening of nationalism. After rapid secularisation, the focus shifted from the Church to the state. Those aforementioned syndicats shifted from being some of the most conservative in North America to becoming some of the most radical. Likewise, the previous wariness of state intrusion flipped to a ‘nation-building project’, resulting in one of the most powerful subnational states in the OECD. In this sense, Wiseman argues that the state is now the ‘organic core’ of Quebec identity, being seen both as an important cultural entity, and as a vehicle to further strengthen it. Quebecers, back in 2008 at least, were the most proud of their government. Which is a bit interesting given what is said about their healthcare system.

Culturally, Quebecois society is known to have a European sensibility in social and cultural matters. After the Quiet Revolution, Quebec went from having some of the highest birth rates to some of the lowest. Cohabitation rates rose rapidly with formal marriage falling. Wiseman notes their cultural disposition as ‘extroverted traditionalists’ who combine family legacy and tradition, with permissiveness and hedonism. They are also more socially liberal than both English Canadians and Americans. In this sense, the formerly feudal fragment is more liberal than the iberal ones - at least in a ‘bon vivant’ sense.

For these reasons, Quebec political culture has been centred on nationalism since the Quiet Revolution. Over time, the political factions consolidated into a federalist party and nationalist wing. The Quebec Liberals have become the federalist choice. On the other end, there have been various third parties with varying types of nationalism, such as the socialist but sovereignist QC Solidaire, the centre-left but sovereignist PQ, the defunct neoliberal but autonomist ADQ, and the now centre-right but just nationalist CAQ.

At the federal level, its premier is often the representative of a people, society, and to some, a nation. At times, Quebec has no qualms about constitutional or legal hardball, and often public opinion hardens in the face of criticism by the rest of the country. In contrast to western resentment, this is driven less by concerns of the terms, and more a mix of fear and confidence of a distinct society in foreign land.

IV - 20th Century Labourists and Europeans bring History to the West

"I think a stalwart peasant in a sheepskin coat, born on the soil, whose forefathers have been farmers for ten generations, with a stout wife and a half-dozen children, is good quality " Sir Clifford Sifton, 1922

“THERE is talk, also, about getting a large number of people from the manufacturing towns of England and Scotland. We do not want mechanics from the Clyde—riotous, turbulent, and with an insatiable appetite for whiskey” Clifford Sifton, 1922

If we left it with Reformers and Loyalists, Canada would have been two French and English societies in North America isolated from Europe’s grand ideological struggles and history with a capital H. Unfortunately, History did indeed arrive. It arrived both as a drunk Scotch mechanic and as a waddling peasant family. Worse for Gad Horowitz’s thesis, it was not the Loyalist heritage that brought social democracy, it was the immigration from the Old World already under the spectre of socialism.

Prairies

As the dominion expanded into the frontier, British and European immigrants flooded the west in the late 19th and early 20th century. The former settled across the prairies, British Columbia and parts of Ontario. The latter settled more squarely in the prairies as they came primarily for agriculture. From the turn of the 20th century, the two prairie provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan exploded from 100,000 to 2 million in roughly forty years and its settled land rose from 10 million to 70 million acres in roughly the same time. The country overall was going through a massive wave of immigration, with a migrant for every 18 Canadians.

Stuck between East and West, Manitoba was founded by Ontario transplants, and often has elements of both Ontario and the Prairies. Historically, the legacy of these Ontario transplants were found in the party’s Conservatives. This initial population was soon swamped by immigration. From just 1901 to 1915, Winnipeg quadrupled in size. Many of these were British socialists who brought labour politics from Britain. Ironically, at the time, Canada’s own ‘red scare’ focused on the ‘swarthier’ European immigrants but much of the agitation came from these Britons. Wiseman notes that almost every labour leader associated with the 1919 General Strike was a British-born immigrant. While the papers glossed over that fact, the federal government did not, amending legislation to allow for the deportation without trial of any British citizens not born in Canada who were charged. Of course, there was some truth to this stereotyping of the Central Europeans as European, particularly Jewish and Ukrainian immigrants well acquainted with these movements back home were enough of a latent base for the actual Communist Party in Winnipeg

In Saskatchewan, a lot of Socialist Britons landed up in actual rural communities (which was basically all of the province) as opposed to cities elsewhere. and so these groups had much more of an influence. Despite its lack of industry and being the most agricultural province after Prince Edward Island, social democracy of a populist and agrarian bent took hold in Saskatchewan. As noted before, agrarian organisations were important political players and it seems that many of these socialist Britons ended up working or leading them in Saskatchewan. Furthermore, Saskatchewan’s prairies were further populated by Continental europeans. Wiseman notes that in the 1920s, half of the province's ridings were majority Continental European descent.

These groups started off deferring to status-quo parties. However, as the immigrants settled and its descendants became more restless, they became less politically deferential. As seen in two important post-war Canadian traditions, multiculturalism and western populism, these immigrants wanted more recognition and influence in both the national narrative and political developments. At the time, the CCF-NDP capitalised on this, driven by their ethnic outreach. For example, the party’s manifesto was translated into German, Ukrainian, French, and Hungarian. Likewise, its majority of delegates were non-Anglo-Saxon, in stark contrast to the overly Anglo-Saxon Liberal and Conservative delegates. At this point, the Europeans switched from the old Ontario-driven parties to the British-born socialists. Part of this was due to the fact that many of these people were well aware and acquainted with socialism back home and indeed sympathetic to it. While actual communism was still taboo, social democracy became more acceptable to many Catholics. This realignment ended up leading to the CCF-cum-NDP’s victory and first social democratic government in 1944.

British Columbia

British labourists were also the most formative group in British Columbia but unlike their prairie counterparts who came to farming, The hinterlands and coal, hardrock, and forestry-based economy of British Columbia gave it a militant feel. Many industry towns were full of young men without families, often of recent British extraction, who faced isolated conditions and work accidents. Between 1871 and 1921, less than 1 of 7 of these Britons in the province were even middle class. Wiseman notes that while often American political influences crept into Canada’s farm and liberal movements, British Columbian labour movements provided cues to their American counterparts in the West Coast. Britishness was so correlated with this left-wing outlook in Canada that it was no surprise that Tommy Douglas’ foray to federal politics was in this province, where British-born residents were the majority as of 1920. The agricultural make-up and geography of the province also inhibited the formative influence of farm groups, with political expression being left primarily  to industrial labour unions or business interests.

Wiseman views British Columbia as Canada’s Australia. Both were settled in the nineteenth century with an upstart character, both were Pacific expressions of Edwardian Britain culture, both had gold rushes and resource-based economies scattered across the hinterlands foundational to its political and cultural ethos. More importantly, both are offshoots of Labourist and Industrial Britain. Indeed, both also were magnets for vast amounts of initially low-skilled Asian immigration.

The resulting political culture was one of factional and class-tinged conflict between left-wing labour and right-wing entrepreneurial classes. As late as in a 1980s survey, two-thirds of the province said that provincial elections are contests between free enterprise and socialism”, which Wiseman suggests is one of the sharpest left-right bipolarities in English North America. As in the prairies, much of this was driven by British emigres and migrants. In 1941, nine of the fourteen provincial CCF-NDP representatives were British immigrants. As in the prairies, much of the non-socialist forces were often either Ontario extraction or sometimes American. These left-right battles meant that the anti-socialist forces consolidated very quickly. Prior to the current BC Liberal Party (which is definitely not ‘anti-socialist’ in other regions), Social Credit - a right-wing populist party that had both Albertan and federal purchase - was the CCF’s main sparring partner, and before them, Liberal-Conservative Coalition governments. This created some odd bedfellows, as Wiseman points out that one Social Credit Caucus included a former Federal Liberal minister, a future Conservative Prime Minister, and a future Social Credit premier-turned conspiracy theorist. Now, the BC Liberals itself include former Conservatives, Liberals, Reform, and Social Credit members.



The modern legacy of this Labourist Wave is clearly the NDP and the social democratic movement. This wave in the context of electoral and institutional federalism, along with the sequencing of settlement, resulted in Sasketwachan having the first ‘social democratic’ government in North America. After his success as the CCF premier of Saskatchewan, the federal growth of its viable third party was driven by Tommy Douglas. However, to take an aside from this book, it appears that the ‘arrival’ of social democracy has led to elections west of Ontario to have an ideological and partisan tenor characterised by social democrats and anti-socialist factions fighting it out for government as seen in places like Britain or Australia. In Manitoba, the main anti-sociaist faction is the Conservatives, in Saskatchewan it is the Conservatives-turned Saskatchewan Party, and in British Columbia the Liberals. This ‘return to history’ and alignment with the other world’s electoral conflict has been in motion since those Clyde mechanics came to Canada.

NDP is the only party in Canada that has formal linkages between its provincial and its federal counterparts. It is a party of cadres, fitting for a movement started by a bunch of British social gospel preachers and socialist intellectuals. The Liberals and Conservatives certainly have their own linkages, and politicians and staffers often switch between jurisdictions. However, it is more informal. For example, the recent Nova Scotia premier made it clear that he wasn’t a card-carrying member of the Federal Conservatives, given the province’s ‘red tory’ disposition. Jean Charest, once the leader of the Federal Conservatives, was also a Quebec Liberal Premier for almost a decade after. In contrast, as various NDP governments came into power across provinces, party members would often take jobs either in cabinet or behind the scenes to help build ‘socialism in one province’ once they won power.

The modern legacy of the European labourist wave was also the legacy of CCF-NDP above. But more importantly, the Europeans forced the traditional parties to adapt. As noted, the CCF ended up conducting explicit ethnic outreach to these communities, predating the sort of outreach now commonplace to Canadian politics. In addition to strengthening prairie populism, as Ukrainian and other European Canadians became more prominent, they were adamant on having their role in settling the West and founding the country. This resulted in the multiculturalism plank of Canadian policy and identity today. Secondly, parties like the Conservatives learnt to evolve and went from a once Race-proud WASP party to one that nominated Diefenbaker, who himself weakened Englishness and Frenchness as core Canadian planks with his unhyphenated-Canadian and folksy spiel. Diefenbaker was able to take the Prairies (to this day) for the Conservatives with his European heritage, focus on progressive-leaning policies, and unabashed Canadian nationalism.

V - the Other Distinct Society: 20th Century Americans in Alberta

_“The spirit of Christ has gripped me. I am only seeking to feed, clothe and shelter starving people. If that is what you call a dictator, then I am on_e” - William Abehart to a reporter

_“No power known to man,” he wrote, “can force on seven hundred and fifty thousand people . . . laws which they have made up their minds they will not endure—and that is the position I have to deal with her_e.” 1953 Macleans’ quoting Abehart’s letter to Prime Minister Mackenzie King

Conservatives often have concerns about migrants from foreign cultures coming into a country and bringing their ways, disrupting the existing order and causing political and social strife. Ironically, that is how Wiseman believes we got the most conservative and raucous part of the country.

Well, after the initial Ontarians founding of the province, Alberta, as well as parts of British Columbia and Saskatchewan, was settled by a large number of American immigrants starting in the 1890s. As the American frontier itself was spent, Alberta was the last agricultural frontier left in North America. The Canadian government once again opened up for immigration for people to settle and cultivate the land. In particular, Americans from the Great Plains were particularly sought given their background and knowledge. They settled in primarily Alberta but also parts of Saskatchewan and the interior of British Columbia.

In 1911, American-born Albertans were the plurality of the province (22%) and Wiseman argues they were most likely the largest concentration of Americans outside the US. Some of the  Britons in the previous section did come to Alberta but they settled in cities such as Edmonton (or ‘Redmonton’ for Albertans) and Calgary. Americans were the main political constituents in rural ridings. Just as in the prairies and Ontario, farm organisations were important political vehicles. While Grits and Brits led the Ontario and Prairies farm organisations respectively, Americans familiar with the Homestead Movement were influential in Alberta’s farm organisations and left their populist imprint. In contrast to Saskatchewan farmers’ support for Canadian Wheat Board a province over, Wiseman notes that the American liberalism meant that Albertan farmers wanted voluntary pools as early as the 1920s, seeing it as a ‘denial of freedom’. After this initial farming imprint, Americans continued to have influence, this time as post-war oil and gas executives as the province turned to post-war resource-driven growth. From 1955 to 1970, 9 of the 15 presidents of Calgary’s exclusive Petroleum Club were Americans, a reception that would be harder to find in other provinces.

Wiseman notes that this American liberalism had little familiarity with the tory institutions of Canada. They were disdainful of the strong parliamentary executive and saw parliamentary government akin to state dictatorship. Even the Progressives, the previous left-leaning populist force that ran its course across Canada, was injected with this American zeal in Alberta - primarily by the Missourian Henry Wise Wood. This formative leader of Alberta was so populist that he refused the premiership and a knighthood. This influence further extended within institutions as the provincial government once refused to appear before a Royal Commission and instead addressed its brief to ‘The Sovereign People of Canada’. The quote at the outset by Abehart, as well as a caucus fracas about the coronation, suggested a distinct cultural difference from both Loyalist and Labourist-derived regions in Canada regarding democracy.

If Ontario resembles the Anglican Church with its ordered liberty and the Prairies/British Columbia characterised by social gospel movement and its United Churches, then it is safe to say that Alberta has the zeal of Evangelical and fundamentalist Christian movements, something that is more common here than in other provinces. While Wood was a Progressive who focused on social gospel, the influential Premier Abehart was decidedly and explicitly theological. As seen in the quote from Aberhart above, this meant rhetoric and policies tinged with spiritual zeal and populism, defying the left-right spectrum. For this reason, the Albertan form of Social Credit did well in Alberta’s evangelical and rural districts. Apparently, the Scottish founder of Social Credit publicly disowned Alberta's experiment, where it seemed to be most popular.

In contrast to British Columbia’s partisan turbulence, Albertan political history has been driven by various populist-third party dynasties led by conservative charismatic leaders in power for long periods of time.After the initial Liberal reign common to all provinces until 1921, Alberta had the left-populist United Farmers for 14 years, followed by 36 years of the conservative populist Social Credit, then the Progressive Conservatives for 44 years who fought with Ottawa,a brief interlude with the NDP for 4 years, and now the United Conservatives. In comparison, Ontario had a Liberal, Conservative, and NDP government right after each other, from 1985 to 1995.



The obvious legacy of this wave is the right-wing populist streak of Canadian politics found primarily out west. In an era of megaconsitutional debates and regional resentment, the Reform-Alliance party had significant influence in national debates. Wiseman notes that like Ontarians, Albertans are much more seized with federal elections in terms of turnout but it seems to be for the opposite reason, in that they identify so little with the federal government. Provincially, Wiseman also believes that only Quebec and Alberta tend to see their premiers not as just stewards but as their societal representatives on the national and sometimes international stage. Albertan premiers often fought with the federal government over issues such as powers of disallowance, the National Energy Policy, the megaconsitutional debates, and environmental policy more recently. It is the belief that Confederation is unfair that leads to threats of secession, a sort of “you left us no choice” response.

When this western populism merged with the Progressive Conservatives and prevented vote-splitting, the main legacy is the obvious tension in outlook and political base of two traditions of the Party. For example, it's interesting to compare how the federal Liberals and Conservatives have dealt with their times in the wilderness in the last two decades. The Liberals, after the Chretien era, kept looking to find their perfect mix of technocrat and mass appeal, until they just doubled down on picking another actual Trudeau. The Conservatives, in contrast, have had tough political debates about the ‘soul of the party’ and what Canadian conservatism is and should be. In what should be quite familiar for Americans, these party contests are often about how best to balance loyalty to the base and ‘electability’.

VI - Thoughts

Instead of Fischer’s anthropological lens that looks at different tribes of Borderers and Puritans, Wiseman takes his cue from Louis Hartz and sees Canada being populated by  different phases of English ‘History’ embodied in the socioeconomic and political makeup of waves of  immigration. Instead of looking at folkways, Wiseman focuses on elites, media, academia, and institutions. Wiseman is explicit and indeed intentional on how distinct groups have led to political dynamics in Canada.

Politically, it seems there are some elements of path dependence even in the way the parties act at the federal level, based on Wiseman’s different waves. Like their distant UK Labour cousins, The now-urban federal NDP is relegated to a ‘progressive’ urban party and doesn’t know what to do now after its working-class base fled. Is this due to the same lineage or is that the fate of all labour parties? The Conservatives post-merger seem to place a premium on the base and the ideological content for their nominations. I do wonder how much of this is driven by that American imprint, as much as its conservatism. The Liberals occupy an odd niche as the historical centrist party that has brought together various coalitions in English and French Canada. Is this something that is driven by historical lineage of the Reformers who battled Loyalists? Hard to say, but as early as Wilfred Laurier, the party has historically been more willing to distance itself from Britishness.

The book was written in 2008 and at times, it reads like a ‘survey textbook for senior undergraduate or first-year PhD students’. The fact that it is an entry into a bitter academic debate makes this tone odder. Aside from relying on census statistics to show the impact of immigration, Wiseman focuses on historical case studies. It also precedes the ‘deep roots’ or ‘historical persistence’ research fads, which means this might be easy pickings for some graduate students to take up and exploit some cool instrumental variables.

In terms of the argument itself, one key issue with Wiseman’s thesis is that Saskatchewan, and to some extent Manitoba for the last decade has been run by conservative parties not so dissimilar in tone and platform of Alberta, namely the Saskatchewan Party. One would forgive Wiseman in 2008 as the Saskatchewan Party came into power in 2007. It would be curious to see why the former socialist stronghold known for its cooperatives and land schemes is now home to this conservative populism. One answer is probably the natural resource boom that these provinces have had. Another may be some sort of ‘Albertanization’ of western and rural populism, driven by the same forces causing a ‘Southernification’ of Rural Americans.  Or perhaps, the same working-class and populist realignments that flipped once-Labour heartlands in the United Kingdom and elsewhere in Europe are happening in Saskatchewan.

The other obvious gap was the lack of focus on the non-European inhabitants, whether it was the Indigenous or the various immigrants from non-European immigration. A significant share of the Canadian population is foreign born and/or what was once called Visible Minorities. One could shrug it off and say that path dependence and founder effects do what they do. Once institutions are founded by charter groups, they are often set in motion. A founder culture can be doubly useful in a ‘second-best’ scenario when you have competing cultures, as what happened with the polyglot Prairies.

Another interesting idea would be to integrate this post-1960 wave into this story, which Wiseman hints at when he does address this wave. If you let me torture this History-in-pieces metaphor, this multi-ethnic wave seems to be an End-of-History wave. Wiseman notes that the promised land for these new immigrants was not abundant farmland or classlessness, but human rights, prosperity, and tolerance. In other words, these immigrants aren’t coming here to move history forward, they see that it has ended in Canada and they are coming here to join it. They aren’t escaping Europe going through transformational changes, they are escaping places that fail to live up to the Fukuyamian promise of peace, order, and good government.

This wave is best seen in the 905 suburbs or the Greater Toronto Area, home to a melange of people from Asia, Southern, Balkan and Eastern Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. In terms of revealed preference, they appear materialist, eschewing the post-material amenities of urban life for quiet suburbs full of detached homes. Politically, these diverse suburbs are often seen as prized swing voters, driven less by ideology and more so by bread-and-butter issues. For example, only one federal NDP MP has been sent from that area. There is some inclination towards the Federal Liberals among visible minorities, but this does not seem to strongly hold at the provincial level. Importantly, this wave is characterised by a strong attachment to Canada, rather than with the province or region in contrast to the main four founding waves. This wave has had less impact on rules of the game given their late arrival, but they did present electoral incentives that all three parties continue to respond to.

As noted, I started writing this review around the time of the renewed political tensions from the trucker blockades, with more than enough fuel from the Carbon Tax debate of the last five years. For the third time in a row in the last four years, Conservatives are once again nominating a leader, with their western base increasingly frustrated that their ‘overtures’ to Eastern Canada are falling on deaf ears. As I finish writing this, the Liberals and NDP just announced a ‘supply and confidence’ agreement to keep the Liberals in power until 2025. Regardless of one’s view on the agreement or parties involved, this development may accelerate polarisation trends already underway. I am not too sure about what this all means for Canadian political culture going forward but I have a hunch that it won’t be quaint, if the provincial areas where the NDP have real clout is any indication. Depending on where you stand, and perhaps who once stood where you do now, this could be a good thing or bad thing.






Industrial Society and Its Future by Ted Kaczynski (also known as the Unabomber Manifesto)

I’m writing this on a fast computer, sitting comfortably on a comfortable couch while drinking my coffee which was imported probably from Brazil, made with purified local water, which was boiled using an electrical stove top that doesn’t emit pollutants into the air in my house. And the coffee mug is a very cheap, high-quality ceramic mug that has “Super Grandma” and a heart on it. The ceramic won’t leach random harmful chemicals into my coffee because there’s a giant body of institutions that sort of take care that this just isn’t a thing that happens.

Continuing that line of thinking, why is my computer fast? There are complex and intentional causal chains that finish with “cheap and fast laptop”, and I could go into an arbitrary amount of detail, but this is all to say that our modern industrial society is pretty good at what it does in comparison to previous societies.

Yet, Industrial Society and Its Future, also known as the Unabomber Manifesto, starts with:


The Industrial Revolution and its consequences have been a disaster for the human race.



In his Twitter thread manifesto, math professor Ted Kaczynski develops his entire philosophy for why everything that I listed in the introduction is unimportant, and why, overall, the modern industrial civilization is net bad. It appears that the seventeen years of bombings preceding his essay were the world’s longest marketing campaign. Seventeen years is a long time to build up an audience. Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone was published only two years after the Unabomber Manifesto and it has around 120 million copies sold. And J. K. Rowling has not, to my knowledge, been sending bombs for the 17 years before that to raise awareness. Maybe if Ted learned about how the industrial civilization works, he might have also learned a thing or two about marketing and PR.

Ted continues about the consequences of the industrial revolution:


They have greatly increased the life-expectancy of those of us who live in “advanced” countries, but they have destabilized society, have made life unfulfilling, have subjected human beings to indignities, have led to widespread psychological suffering (in the Third World to physical suffering as well) and have inflicted severe damage on the natural world.



“Destabilized society” is such a vague term. What does that even mean? We’ll find out more about the specific ways how our lives have become unfulfilling and undignified. Ted finishes his introduction and moves on to…

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF MODERN LEFTISM

I have to admit that I was confused by this jump because I didn’t understand what he meant by leftism. In my mind, leftism is roughly “trying to make society kinder, more equitable and more progressive”. But it seems that the Unaboomer has a different type of definition: he is talking about people who suffer from feelings of inferiority and who are oversocialized:


By “feelings of inferiority” we mean not only inferiority feelings in the strict sense but a whole spectrum of related traits; low self-esteem, feelings of powerlessness, depressive tendencies, defeatism, guilt, self- hatred, etc. We argue that modern leftists tend to have some such feelings (possibly more or less repressed) and that these feelings are decisive in determining the direction of modern leftism.



Ok, here I can sort of see the point. I know a great number of activists (environmental, social justice) who follow roughly the same type. Their general vibe is being frustrated by (perceived) injustice. Ironically, kind of like Teddy here. But I mean, if injustice is actually there, then the feelings of frustration are at least justified, even maybe good. Like, if someone keeps taking your lunch, your feeling of frustration is no guarantee that you will stand up for yourself, but it’s at least something. It’s definitely better than saying “ok, I guess I will keep having my lunch taken”.

The disagreements between such activist types and more centrist (maybe more rationalist?) leaning types are:


	
Is the injustice intentional and one-sided?



	
What’s the actual scope of the injustice?



	
Do we have a way of resolving it?



	
Also, will that way accidentally destroy the economy and kill millions of people? Because that would be kind of bad.





Trying to separate the discussion into fine granular threads is good because you can actually figure out your disagreements, but Uncle Ted whizzes right past that into:


When someone interprets as derogatory almost anything that is said about him (or about groups with whom he identifies) we conclude that he has inferiority feelings or low self-esteem.



Sure, there are some people like that. But that’s a strawman. Again, if there actually is injustice, then it is reasonable to be angry about derogatory statements about the victims of injustice, in particular when they come from privileged people who don’t have to experience that injustice. I would definitely be mad if someone told me simply to eat cake if I had no bread. According to Teddy Bear, I have low self-esteem. In reality, I have low calorie intake.

This is my general vibe with his text, and it’s only getting worse throughout the reading: he simply states some diagnosis without any caveats, any explanation of base rates or context, and builds from there. However, he also sometimes does have a point. Like, it’s very clear that rich, privileged leftists sometimes wear “luxury beliefs”. It’s also clear that there is that type of leftist who will gladly criticize some failing in Western society, but will make excuses for it in a non-Western society.


It is true that one can ask serious questions about the foundations of scientific knowledge and about how, if at all, the concept of objective reality can be defined. But it is obvious that modern leftish philosophers are not simply cool-headed logicians systematically analyzing the foundations of knowledge. They are deeply involved emotionally in their attack on truth and reality. They attack these concepts because of their own psychological needs. For one thing, their attack is an outlet for hostility, and, to the extent that it is successful, it satisfies the drive for power.



I don’t thing that leftists attack truth and reason, they attack their tribal enemies, and it just so happens that “truth and reason” are disputed ground.


Notice the masochistic tendency of leftist tactics. Leftists protest by lying down in front of vehicles, they intentionally provoke police or racists to abuse them, etc. These tactics may often be effective, but many leftists use them not as a means to an end but because they PREFER masochistic tactics. Self-hatred is a leftist trait.



…every suicide bomber fits this bill, much more than people who lie in front of vehicles. Does their self-sacrifice mean that they suffer from a feeling of inferiority?

I don’t know why it’s so hard to imagine people actually believing what they say they believe, and then explaining their actions through a combination of their beliefs and cultural norms for what’s an appropriate action. It’s true that people are drawn to tribal conflict. It is also true that people believe things. Discounting underlying beliefs makes it seem like people are fighting automatons who might install whatever as the cause of their conflict-seeking.

But what does any of this have to do with how industrial civilization is bad?

OVERSOCIALIZATION


The moral code of our society is so demanding that no one can think, feel and act in a completely moral way. For example, we are not supposed to hate anyone, yet almost everyone hates somebody at some time or other, whether he admits it to himself or not. Some people are so highly socialized that the attempt to think, feel and act morally imposes a severe burden on them. In order to avoid feelings of guilt, they continually have to deceive themselves about their own motives and find moral explanations for feelings and actions that in reality have a non-moral origin. We use the term “oversocialized” to describe such people.



I’m not sure this is a thing even. “We are not supposed to hate anyone”… not really though? I mean, people won’t hold sermons with the message “hate is good”, but not only everyone hates someone, I have a feeling that it’s totally fine and accepted. So I guess he means “you hate person X, but you can’t just hate them for no reason, so you make up a political reason”. Okay, I can sort of see that. I know a lot of people who I really dislike, but it’s hard to express the core of my dislike, so I talk about random things that annoy me, even though I actually just don’t like them because of the way they walk and talk and look at me. If “oversocialization” is a name for “making up legible reasons for your actions/feelings because your feelings are illegible to you”, then yes, I agree that we have oversocialization in our society.

However, I disagree with the implicit attitude that it’s new or somehow worse today. If anything, describing how you feel is more popular than ever. Everyone’s going to therapy, and many people are posting their introspective monologues on social media. But we do have just… more things happening anyway, so you could hide your actual feelings in more layers of politics and ideology. So I’m kinda on the fence here. I guess I think that the problem of oversocialization is not new and not significantly more present than before, but separating feelings from political attitudes has become more complex because political attitudes are more complex.

But oversocialization seems to be not only that - it’s when an entire range of emotions is taken away from you by a society. Like, when you feel guilty for fantasizing about bad things, so you become incapable of fantasizing about them. Again, I don’t think this is anything new. If anything, the popularization of therapy has made it easier to express your true emotions without being ostracized by society. Not only therapy but the entire machinery of industrial society makes it much easier to unleash your Jungian Shadow without suffering devastating consequences. Just visit any anonymous comment section on the internet.

THE POWER PROCESS

These first two chapters gave more context into what’s up with society, but as far as I understand, the actual “meat” of the argument is that industrial society disrupts the “power process”, which is: 1. You have some goals. (Not having goals = you’re not happy.) 2. You make an effort to achieve them. (Not having to make an effort = you’re not happy.) 3. You attain at least some of your goals. (Not having any success = you’re not happy.) 4. (optional) You were autonomous in how you achieved your goal. (Not being able to decide your approach = you’re not happy.)

The claim is that these precise steps are necessary for people to be happy and satisfied, and that industrial civilization is disruptive to them. Therefore, industrial civilization delenda est.

I have two disagreements: 1. The “power process” probably doesn’t cover everything required for human happiness. If you can imagine someone following all these steps and still being unhappy and unfulfilled - even if in a primitive society - then it’s obviously not enough. And I think that if you looked at people in a primitive society and observed the power process, you’d still see a desire to do more, be more. 2. Industrial society doesn’t disrupt the power process. You’re just not ambitious enough.

Let’s say that you are not performing any “surrogate” activities. You’re living in 10,000 BC. Your goal is to get food. You go hunt and expend a lot of effort into killing a deer. You manage to kill it and bring it to your tribe. Success and autonomy, a feast! A couple of days later your child dies from an illness. Sure, your entire tribe has built a lot of psychological coping mechanisms like telling stories about your child now living with the spirits and so on. But if you could push a magical button that makes your child not just randomly die, you’d do it.

Modern industrial civilization is just a series of such button pushes.

All these giant complex inhuman systems we’ve built are here because we are just trying to make our lives better. We’re trying not to die from a random illness, we’re trying to make it easier to build shelter, to get to places.

Does solving these problems make it impossible to be happy because we now don’t need to expend any effort towards actual activities, only surrogate ones? Only if you’re very unambitious. Like, if the ideal of life is to get born, then try to get food for your entire life, and then die, sure, modern civilization sucks because it’s pretty easy to get food. However, if you are trying to build something bigger, if you want to peer into the past, or into the future, or visit distant stars - then things are still very, very hard.

SOURCES OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS


Among the abnormal conditions present in modern industrial society are excessive density of population, isolation of man from nature, excessive rapidity of social change and the breakdown of natural small-scale communities such as the extended family, the village or the tribe.



These things are somewhat true. Life can be disorienting and it’s true that extended families have lost their role in social life. This is one place where I think it may be beneficial to RETVRN to tradition. Fortunately, the housing market seems to be solving it for us. With skyrocketing prices, people are moving into less dense areas and, also, you can’t easily move out of your family’s home. Extended family again!


a technological society HAS TO weaken family ties and local communities if it is to function efficiently […] Suppose that a public official or a corporation executive appoints his cousin, his friend or his co- religionist to a position rather than appointing the person best qualified for the job. He has permitted personal loyalty to supersede his loyalty to the system, and that is “nepotism” or “discrimination,” both of which are terrible sins in modern society. […] an advanced industrial society can tolerate only those small-scale communities that are emasculated, tamed and made into tools of the system.



This is all true and Good Actually. You want to have a norm where the most qualified person is put to the job, not someone’s cousin. I don’t see how this is a problem. Things work better when qualified people are operating things, therefore put qualified people behind the wheel. One specific thing to note here is that Kaboomski is talking about a general weakening of family/tribal structures. But there is no reason to suppose that you can’t have a society where people have strong familial relations, but the cultural norm is that you can’t be a nepotist with the questions of the state.


We contend that the most important cause of social and psychological problems in modern society is the fact that people have insufficient opportunity to go through the power process in a normal way.



…all of this seems untrue to me, except in two aspects: working “bullshit” jobs and being separated from a natural environment. Bullshit jobs take a particular toll on the psyche because you know you’re doing deeply unimportant work. I don’t know how I’d quantify this, but it has to do something bad to you. And this comes hand in hand with the separation from the natural environment, which includes physical movement and social contact. There definitely is a sense in which we are like rats in a maze, doing pointless tasks for rewards in an artificial, unstimulating environment. But you know… just go out. I mean, you can (you literally can) follow Theodore’s footsteps and go live somewhere remote. Nobody’s going to stop you. Society’s default is that you’re provided with the essentials and that you play a role in the economic machine, but you can just choose to not do that. I’m usually not a big fan of “just do X” type of advice because it’s regularly not that easy - you need to have a different society to be able to do X. But in this specific case, rebelling against the artificial defaults our society sets… is actually easy. You can literally opt out. Or opt out partially. It seems weird to criticize industrial society for its many indignities when everyone has a choice how much modernity they want in their life.

DISRUPTION OF THE POWER PROCESS IN MODERN SOCIETY


the power process is disrupted in our society through a deficiency of real goals and a deficiency of autonomy in the pursuit of goals



I’m just repeating myself, but trying to make humans a multi-planetary immortal species is just as “real” as trying to find some food when you’re hungry. And trying to build a successful startup is also “real”. And trying to build an extension to your house is also “real”. There are just a lot of real goals!


It is true that primitive man is powerless against some of the things that threaten him; disease for example. But he can accept the risk of disease stoically. It is part of the nature of things, it is no one’s fault, unless it is the fault of some imaginary, impersonal demon. But threats to the modern individual tend to be MAN-MADE. They are not the results of chance but are IMPOSED on him by other persons whose decisions he, as an individual, is unable to influence. Consequently he feels frustrated, humiliated and angry.



It is a little weird that someone who sends bombs to people, and sees these people not as people but as pawns of an inhuman optimizing process, makes a distinction between human and non-human threats to the individual. Some threats carry a human face, some don’t - what difference does it make?

It’s overall also weird to me that our spicy tinkerer finds it preferable to have less security but more illusion of control, than more security and less illusion of control.


People have many transitory drives or impulses that are necessarily frustrated in modern life, hence fall into group 3. One may become angry, but modern society cannot permit fighting. In many situations it does not even permit verbal aggression. When going somewhere one may be in a hurry, or one may be in a mood to travel slowly, but one generally has no choice but to move with the flow of traffic and obey the traffic signals. One may want to do one’s work in a different way, but usually one can work only according to the rules laid down by one’s employer. In many other ways as well, modern man is strapped down by a network of rules and regulations (explicit or implicit) that frustrate many of his impulses and thus interfere with the power process. Most of these regulations cannot be dispensed with, because they are necessary for the functioning of industrial society.



Yes, we have made acceptable ways to do things. E.g. if you want to fight, go to an MMA gym. Also, fighting still happens in the same way as it did throughout history, so it’s unclear if modern society has done anything to reduce fighting. But these acceptable ways are sometimes stupid and fail spectacularly. And these acceptable ways are the cost of running a complex civilization.


Legally there is nothing to prevent us from going to live in the wild like primitive people or from going into business for ourselves. But in practice there is very little wild country left, and there is room in the economy for only a limited number of small business owners.



Most people would give up living in a completely primitive way. In fact, many actually primitive tribes do in fact do that. That’s because industrial civilization is overall preferable!

TECHNOLOGY IS A MORE POWERFUL SOCIAL FORCE THAN THE ASPIRATION FOR FREEDOM

Overall, I find that Ted Kaczynski makes many good points, but I disagree with the conclusion. Many of the criticisms are actually valid, and it is true that you can’t really reform industrial society so that it works just as well as a pre-industrial society. You kind of have to take the bad parts with the good parts. You can reform some parts, but these parts aren’t the parts that Ted is interested in.

A good point that Bang Bang Teddy makes is about cars: 1. You have no car and you have freedom to walk everywhere, at whichever speed. 2. You can get a car, so you get to places faster. 3. Places get rebuilt to accommodate cars. 4. Everyone now needs a car to get places. 5. Cars need to be regulated, which means that both car and non-car movement is also regulated, which means that your freedom has drastically decreased.

All of the above is true. The best places for freedom of movement are still old places where cars can’t easily penetrate, for example very old European towns. And it’s really not that easy to solve that problem. I’m starting to understand his point about technological encroachment on freedom. You can easily live a primitive life if you just go out into the wild. But you can’t keep your friends or family, you can’t keep working as a carpenter in your town etc. That is - you can’t opt out of some things, and have to instead adapt to them (the system definitely won’t adapt to you).


While technological progress AS A WHOLE continually narrows our sphere of freedom, each new technical advance CONSIDERED BY ITSELF appears to be desirable.



As a whole, it narrows your freedom in the sense that you can’t walk to the store if you’re in a US town that sucks. But you can go visit other places, or move to places which don’t use cars. I think technology, as a whole, narrows your freedom in a very narrow way. And it widens your freedom in a more general way. It’s just always a tradeoff, and I’m not convinced that pre-modern humans were any more “free” than we are today. It’s just different types of oppression, and I find that whether oppression carries a human or inhuman face is… irrelevant.


Few people will resist the introduction of a genetic technique that eliminates a hereditary disease. It does no apparent harm and prevents much suffering. Yet a large number of genetic improvements taken together will make the human being into an engineered product rather than a free creation of chance



Yes.

In general, Primitive Ted would prefer polio to the Borg, and I honestly can’t say for sure which of those sound worse. They both sound pretty bad when you consider the worst possible outcomes. And we sorta know what’s the worst possible outcome for an anarcho-primitivist society: you just die gruesomely and humanity doesn’t reach the stars. The potential upside is: you live a fulfilled life as a hunter or berry collector or fisherman, have children, none of them die before you, you die, and humanity still doesn’t reach the stars. So, overall, very limited upside, pretty limited but definite downside.

On the other hand, a transhumanist society has almost unlimited upside and almost unlimited downside. It could really go really really well, and it could really go catastrophically, S-risk bad. And we just can’t tell which way the distribution (of both probability and possible badness) skews. So the overall ideological question is are we ready to risk it? Will we risk freedom (and much more than whether you can walk without traffic regulations) and trust that we can reform it on-the-go so that people don’t suffer while we’re reaching for the stars?


But it is NOT in the interest of the system to preserve freedom or small-group autonomy. On the contrary, it is in the interest of the system to bring human behavior under control to the greatest possible extent.



Just a short note of disagreement here: this doesn’t follow. It is in the interest of the system to control human behavior to the extent necessary to make the system function. In this sense, “the System” is a satisficer, not a maximizer. Nobody is walking with an implant in their brain that makes it impossible to cross a road on a red light. So that’s one reason to be more optimistic of the prospects of reforming the system.

REVOLUTION IS EASIER THAN REFORM


We hope we have convinced the reader that the system cannot be reformed in such a way as to reconcile freedom with technology.



You have not.

STRATEGY


The technophiles are taking us all on an utterly reckless ride into the unknown.



Utterly reckless? Maybe. Into the unknown? For sure. But it is pretty hard to see electricity or plumbing and conclude that these things have definitely made life worse for people. There’s definitely a danger lurking in the future - e.g. an artificial superintelligence that’s not aligned with human values - but returning back to tribalism is no solution at all.

Ted lists how this anti-tech pro-Nature ideology should be popularized:


We have no illusions about the feasibility of creating a new, ideal form of society. Our goal is only to destroy the existing form of society.



and


On the more sophisticated level the ideology should address itself to people who are intelligent, thoughtful and rational. The object should be to create a core of people who will be opposed to the industrial system on a rational, thought-out basis



and


On a second level, the ideology should be propagated in a simplified form that will enable the unthinking majority to see the conflict of technology vs. nature in unambiguous terms.



This part is interesting and makes me think about how the publication of this manifesto may have actually affected many anti-progress types that post on Twitter:


History is made by active, determined minorities, not by the majority, which seldom has a clear and consistent idea of what it really wants. […] Any kind of social conflict helps to destabilize the system, but one should be careful about what kind of conflict one encourages. The line of conflict should be drawn between the mass of the people and the power-holding elite of industrial society (politicians, scientists, upper-level business executives, government officials, etc.). It should NOT be drawn between the revolutionaries and the mass of the people. For example, it would be bad strategy for the revolutionaries to condemn Americans for their habits of consumption. Instead, the average American should be portrayed as a victim of the advertising and marketing industry, which has suckered him into buying a lot of junk that he doesn’t need and that is very poor compensation for his lost freedom. Either approach is consistent with the facts. It is merely a matter of attitude whether you blame the advertising industry for manipulating the public or blame the public for allowing itself to be manipulated. As a matter of strategy one should generally avoid blaming the public.



Ok, you manage to destroy industrial civilization. What happens then?


So it is clear that if the industrial system were once thoroughly broken down, refrigeration technology would quickly be lost. The same is true of other organization-dependent technology. And once this technology had been lost for a generation or so it would take centuries to rebuild it, just as it took centuries to build it the first time around. Surviving technical books would be few and scattered. An industrial society, if built from scratch without outside help, can only be built in a series of stages: You need tools to make tools to make tools to make tools … . A long process of economic development and progress in social organization is required. And, even in the absence of an ideology opposed to technology, there is no reason to believe that anyone would be interested in rebuilding industrial society. The enthusiasm for “progress” is a phenomenon peculiar to the modern form of society, and it seems not to have existed prior to the 17th century or thereabouts.



This is true, and also false. You would get people in the same state where they were before. This means that they would have the same types of problems they had before. And, depending on their luck, they would resolve these problems again, by using - technology. So the most you can do is postpone technological progress. Things will get rebuilt.


Would society EVENTUALLY develop again toward an industrial-technological form? Maybe, but there is no use in worrying about it, since we can’t predict or control events 500 or 1,000 years in the future. Those problems must be dealt with by the people who will live at that time.



To me, all of this simply shows a lack of ambition and no great vision. Of course you should worry what’s going to happen a thousand years into the future!

The entire manifesto finishes with yet another criticism of leftism and why leftists shouldn’t be allowed into the revolutionary ranks, how rugged individualism + love for Nature should be the prevailing criterion, and some reservations around the professor’s epistemic status. I am generally not a fan of the work, but I’m not a hater either. I think that there are definitely some great points. There is a definite tendency to reduce everyday freedom. We simply accept it as a cost of the benefits.

Depending on how far out you look, technology may increase freedom. For example, right now you don’t have freedom to go to Mars in any sense of that word, but in the future you might. Hell, you might become a space pirate! The Earth could be turned into a primitivist reservation, a planet where no non-local technology may be brought. Of course that is not acceptable to Freedom Club because that sort of freedom is given, not taken, so it’s not actually freedom.

But whatever way you look at it, at a long enough time scale, technology is the stronger force than anything else. Technological progress will happen, so any sort of anti-tech revolution (not reform) will fail in about a couple of hundred of years. Probably sooner because you can’t destroy tech globally, so you’ll get imports from regions that weren’t destroyed. The best you can is try to guide it away from terrible outcomes. So it’s good to look at examples where we have managed to do that:


	In the Netherlands, cars dominated the streets in the 70s. But now bicycles dominate the streets.

	There seem to be no terrible consequences of having electricity and plumbing in buildings.

	We have banned pesticides like DDT or refrigerants like R-22, and have in fact banned many harmful things. And instead of coming back, non-harmful or less harmful alternatives appear.



There are much more, these three are just off the top of my head. Technology will keep advancing by leaps and bounds, simultaneously encroaching on our freedom and expanding the freedom in the future. It is up to us to tame the tech, and to cut out the most harmful parts. It’s not just that we can do this, we must do this. We don’t really have a choice. But - and this is important - we can do this.






Inventing Temperature: Measurement and Scientific Progress by Hasok Chang

“I shall only add, that whereas the usual Thermometers with Spirit of Wine, do some of them begin their Degrees from a Point, which is that whereat the Spirit stands when it is so cold as to freeze Oil of Anniseeds; and others from the Point of beginning to freeze Water: I conceive these Points are not so justly determinable, but with a considerable Latitude: And that the just Beginning of the Scales of Heat and Cold should not be from such a Point as freezes any Thing, but rather from Temperature, such as is in Places deep under Ground, where the Heat of the Summer, or Cold in Winter, have (by the certain Experiment of the curious M. Mariotte, in the Grottoes under the Observatory at Paris) been found to have no Manner of Effect. ”

Edmond Halley in the “Philosophical Transactions, Giving Some Accompt of the Present Undertakings, Studies, and Labours of the Ingenious in Many Considerable Parts of the World, Volume 17” - Royal Society of London, 1694

Science advances. That seems as incontrovertible a statement as can be (well, in some circles more than others). And gladly so, too, given how much a positive correlation there is between our knowledge of the natural world and our overall quality of life. And yet, something seems off about the whole thing. The boisterous claims of an autonomous science, free from all the murky metaphysics of the past made by the Logical Empiricists soon met with what appeared to be insurmountable issues of circularity or outright inconsistency. The whole barrage of constructionist thought (what most people are referring to when they speak of ‘post-modernist truth-hating’) that marked the latter half of the twentieth-century seems to be built on the failure of these champions of science to adequately ground the theoretical edifices of their disciplines in solid ground. The cynical among us might be tempted to dismiss the whole thing as a waste of time, after all, history has shown time and time again that it just works, regardless of whether we can safely say we’re approaching ‘truth’, whatever that is, or the whole thing is just a castle of cards that’ll inevitably come tumbling down in the future - and that’s more than we could ask for, really. Except when it doesn’t work that well, I guess. “What’s important isn’t being able to make sense of the theory, it’s our ability to derive practical applications from it.” Or not (though, perhaps?)

It can’t help but to feel frustrating that, after all the hard work we’ve put into understanding reality, after all the major advances made, we’re still at a loss when it comes to thinking systematically about science and what qualifies as such, especially given the mounting attacks it's been getting from all sides (see "entirety of 2020" for reference). What are we to do? Hasok Chang offers a possible answer.

In his seminal work of virtuoso history-cum-philosophy commentator, "Inventing Temperature: Measurement and Scientific Progress, Oxford Studies in the Philosophy of Science" (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), Chang paints a fascinating picture of the surprisingly obscure and meandering origins of the simple thermometer, using it as a backdrop for expositing his own thoughts about the how (and why) science works, not in spite of the many pitfalls it gets itself in but, in a sense, because of them. It's a refreshingly realist and positive (not 'positivist', the other kind) take on the field, one that doesn't shy away from the criticisms of the likes of Kuhn and Feyerabend - the "big guns" of anti-realists all-around -, yet serves as a very conservative extension of operationalist scientific practice overall. Most of all, though, whether it was the author's intention or not (I'd most definitely assume not), it makes a curious case for some very 'out-there' ideas regarding the role of purely theoretical considerations in solving scientific issues when mere empirical observation and exhaustive data-gathering may fail to do so. I'll explore these in the epilogue. But first, let's talk about heat.

It's getting hot in here - or is it?

Chang's book is structured in six chapters. The first four are each devoted to a specific episode in the development of thermometry (respectively: the creation of thermoscopes, the setting up of temperature scales, the extension of these scales beyond their usual domains, and the achievement of an absolute scale on the basis of thermodynamics) with both historical background and analysis segments; the last two are dedicated to his own musings about the ways the whole experience can inform our attitudes about scientific methodology, and the merits of epistemic iteration (chapter 5) and of the practice of complementary science (chapter 6) as an auxiliary source of insight for the professional scientist. I'll cover most of the book's themes, but delve more deeply in the "lore" behind chapters 1 and 2 here; not because the others are any less interesting or historical, but because the former address the main conceptual issues that'll form the core of Chang's argument for the entirety of the work, so naturally will demand a bit more background to follow. The first thing that struck me is how big a challenge it was to establish even the most basic facts we now take for granted when talking about temperature. The list of minds that poured over the challenge of establishing a reliable gauge for heat and cold reads like a roll call of the most eminent thinkers in the west from the 17th to 19th centuries: Galileo, Boyle, Huygens, Hooke, Hutchins, Newton, Halley, Lavoisier, Laplace, Faraday, Rumford, Dalton, Carnot, Joule, Helmholtz, and of course, Thomson (better known as Lord Kelvin). The main issue, as it soon becomes evident, is one of solid foundations: the concept of temperature is such a basic, fundamental one that it's hard to define it without having to resort to something like it in the first place.

Imagine you're an aspiring scientist in pre-modern times. You have an intuitive grasp of warm, cold, and degrees thereof, but know it's wholly subjective and internal, meaning you can't extend it beyond the realm of your particular experience. You'd like something a bit more robust, preferably an objective measure that is independent of any single person's perception, but how do you go about establishing it? The first thing you'll need is to find a material resistant enough to be able to withstand a significant thermal amplitude without losing its integrity and responsive enough that it'll vary in some physical dimension with every increase in heat content - another, more subtle point, is that this variance should be monotonic in respect to heat, that is, it should only increase with a corresponding increase in heat content and decrease otherwise, with no admissible third behavior. You probably see the issue: isn't that precisely the meaning of temperature? How can we be sure that the heat content being measured is increasing or decreasing without resorting to a thermometer in the first place? We've fallen into our first circularity trap. Another problem we'll soon encounter is: there's actually a host of different materials and implementations which provide us with the properties we're looking for, but they all differ in their characteristics and don't usually agree with one another's readings. So, how do we choose among them?

The first stroke of genius was to use noticeable cutoff points - like phase transitions of the materials under consideration - to establish lower and upper bounds of temperature. These would act like fixed-points, or boundary conditions, and provide the most important element of a scale: ordinality. A scale is ordinal if elements follow a natural progression, or order. The natural numbers obey a strict order - if a is bigger than b and b is bigger than c, a will necessarily be bigger than c, because of the way the successor function works. Scientists had reason to believe that temperature followed a similar pattern precisely because of the existence of these fixed-points, represented by phase transitions: water in a solid state will never boil before passing first through a liquid stage, and vice-versa (though the same isn't true for other substances); hence, it's natural to assume that whatever is taking it from one phase to next is a monotonic progression of heat, which played in favor of the ascendancy of water as the go-to reference material - ie, the one absolute temperature is defined against. Already though, and despite the resounding success of the approach, we can't help but to imagine what if nature had been any different: what if temperature didn't increase monotonically with heat content? What if it evolved instead in a closed cycle - like a clock - or according to partial order with regards to its phase transitions (to the Pokemon aficionados out there: think Eevee's evolutions instead of Pikachu's)? Worse even: temperature might even be a function of a single variable (in this case, heat content), but a quantity defined based on so many parameters that any macroscopic attempt to define it other than painstakingly measuring all the microscopic 'heat' in a body would be pointless. You might be thinking this is all baseless, after all we don't live in any of these worlds; and yet, there are many such properties in our world that don't scale so nicely from micro to macro like temperature or charge. Think spin, for instance. Imagine a world in which we could macroscopically determine a compound's "spinness" by simply taking a look at it - what a dream world that would be! Chemistry would be nearly trivial. The thing is: we had luck that temperature turned out to be so amenable to our methods of inquiry up to that point, as it was in no way guaranteed that it should be.

The best example of that comes from the very difficulty of fixing a fixed-point - as it turned out, they weren't as 'fixed' as the name suggests. To begin with, they depend on more than temperature, and in fact, it had already been known that pressure can affect the amount of heat it takes to melt or boil water. But the problems didn't stop there: there are at least two substances that we need in order to define temperature - a reference one (usually water) and the thermoscopic one (the one we make our thermometers with) -, and there were different materials vying for that coveted second spot (such as mercury and "spirit", aka, ethyl alcohol). The trouble is, even the reference-thermoscopic combinations seemed to behave completely differently depending on the most random circumstances, with minute details such as the material of the enclosure (whether glass or metal), the cleaning method employed or the presence of air altering their corresponding phase transitions when exposed to the same heat source (spoiler alert: it had to do with dust), which provided a further blow to attempts of establishing a universal gauge. The solution, as it turns out, came from the most surprising of places: a theory of how heat worked that would later turn out to be wrong. Caloric theory was based on the idea that heat was a material substance, called caloric, that was present in every body in various degrees. What we experience as an increase in temperature was, in reality, the transmission of caloric from one body to another, much like atoms trading electrons in chemical reactions. Of course, we now know that image is false (in a similar way that the notion of electric current being about the "movement of electrons" between bodies that we learn in school is, at the very least, an incomplete picture, as charge is more accurately a quantity that is conserved but is fluid, being transmitted not only through electrons but ions and many other particles as well); but at that time, with the resources at hand, this was the best theoretical approximation available to understand temperature in quantifiable terms. The point is, caloric theory had in its two major factions (the Irvinists or "heat-capacity of a body" defenders, and the chemical calorists or "free vs bounded caloric" apologists) support for a notion of 'latent heat', or heat that isn't immediately expressed in a change of temperature, but rather employed on the very structural transformation of a body undergoing a phase transition. The solution to the quandary hence couldn't be simpler: instead of focusing on the temperature of the body in question (ie, the water in the container), for which we can't be certain which microscopic mechanics are taking place at any given time, take the more phenomenological approach and measure the product of the transition itself - in this case, water vapor. This obviates the need to establish precisely at what point the water begins to or fully boils with its many mixed-up states; as was soon verified, the temperature of steam was always constant, even if the water generating it would fluctuate wildly (not to mention the even more confounding effects of supercooling and superheating). The fixed-points of water were thus given a solid enough grounding - despite the fact that, theoretically, their interpretation disguised a terrible misinterpretation of the underlying workings of heat. That comes to show the resilience of fixed-points in general, and why they're so powerful: even though their production is not a sufficient condition for the accuracy of our models, it certainly is a necessary one for the establishment of successful ones.

The next step in the development of the thermometer would be, of course, to grade each specific point on the scale. Easy enough, right? Well, it would be, were it not for the second hidden assumption we tend to impress upon nature: that said scale should not only be ordinal but also cardinal (ie, that the degrees were fungible among themselves). That is the assumption of linearity. Linearity in this context basically means that temperature should be construed as to progress in proportional (and fixed) amounts relative to the heat content of a system. In other words: if for every caloric of heat our temperature were to grow two, four, or eight times as much (or some other unwieldy amount), that would signal a failure on the metric's behalf, as there'd be no sensible use for such a scale in our day-to-day situations. Just imagine your run-of-the-mill peasant having to perform logarithmic tables in his head to determine the smelting temperature of a metal. No, a most desirable metric is one that our monomial brains can follow without great strain. But then again, who says nature gives a shit what we'd like? As it turns out, not only does the overwhelming majority of things in nature obey some nonlinear logic, most materials respond to heat in some fairly creative ways. As it turned out, even the most reliable yardsticks tended to vary dramatically in their readings to corresponding progressions of heat content. Fixing upper and lower boundaries wasn't enough, as these fluctuations happened even when there was agreement in regards to the extremes - it's as if there were many different paths available for a given substance to travel from point A to B in 'caloric space'.

The first half of the puzzle came from Jean-André Deluc, a prodigious Swiss geologist, who saw his frustration grow with every new failure of establishing a regular standard for temperature. Deluc then decided to formulate a genius plan: instead of trying to divine whatever the 'true' degrees lie in between the extremities of the thermoscope by admittedly fraught estimations of heat volume (which, again, invites circularity), why not check for the 'stability' of temperature within a given substance? The way to implement this idea came almost naturally: if a substance obeys linearity, then a portion of the same substance must do so as well. Why not, then, take the same quantity of a reference substance in each extremity (the liquefying- and steam-points) and mix them? If the thermometric substance gave the equivalent of a half-way measure to both the upper and lower limits to the combined mixture, then logic would dictate that it is precisely gauging the temperature. Not only does this free the scientist from trying to calibrate temperature with heat directly, but it also allows him to derive any metric he wishes to make sense of the context of interest. No need to assume that nature uses this or that scale if all of them are ultimately constructions we superimpose to phenomena to make sense of them, anyway. Let us then choose the one which is most convenient to our own intents - hence the 'centigrade', or 100-degree gradation, used by most of the world (guess the USA didn't get the memo). According to Deluc himself, it seemed that the mercury thermometer was the most reliable in providing consistent and approximately linear readings in a diverse set of circumstances, but as it turned out mercury only behaved nicely in the domain denoted by the usual fixed points (something that is explored more in-depthly in chapter 3); the thermometric substance that would prove to most readily fit the bill wouldn't be mercury but rather common air, and we owe this realization to the frankly astonishing and obsessively thorough work of French chemist Henri Victor Regnault.

Tasked by the French government in devising an evaluation system for steam-engine output, it immediately dawned on him that temperature would play a key part in any such attempt. Problem is, up to that point the thermometric controversy was still a hot-button issue, with passionate discussions and great minds constantly being humbled by their very public shortcomings. The main issue can be said to be one of paralysis: an abundance of theories and unproven assumptions seemed to plague the subject, and an over-reliance on unobservable entities dictating macroscopic behavior appeared to preclude any attempts to study the subject in a practical light. It would take Regnault and his no-hostages-taken approach to empirical analysis to cut through the stalemate. Regnault was a man of democratic sensibilities, in accordance with the spirit of post-revolutionary France: he treated all theories equally, which is to say - they were all garbage. With a passionate belief in experimental science that would make a teary Hume, he set himself the task of settling the matter the only way he thought possible: by assuming the absolute minimum about the behavior of temperature. He would investigate every possible parameter and setup in a quest to identify the exact domain of validity for each and every thermometric ensemble. His output was prodigious, so much so that researchers would come from all around to visit his workshop, furnished as it was with the utmost bleeding-edge of scientific instrumentation. Even a young Thompson would later use Regnault's notebooks as the basis of his own shot at the problem of thermometry. If a man more clearly embodies the virtues and character of a true experimentalist, that man is certainly Regnault, which makes all the more surprising that he isn't as well-known outside historical circles as many of his contemporaries. I guess theory always commended the big laurels. After much toiling and tinkering, and hundreds to thousands of investigations into every conceivable variable surrounding the topic, he did arrive at the conclusion that the air thermometer was the superior one, but this accomplishment still fell short of Regnault's ambitions. In a way, the apparent random and arbitrary behavior temperature seemed to adhere to proved frustrating even to him, the most rabid anti-theorist; he couldn't, by the end of his long career, shake the feeling that somehow it was all spent chasing ghosts, and nothing of substance (in a figurative sense, of course) was behind the apparent messiness of heat phenomena in nature. But Chang would argue that Regnault's success was exactly in achieving such a sound understanding of temperature without the support of a solid theoretical apparatus; and even go as far as to suggest that he, in a way, demonstrated the general vacuity of these concepts we cling so much to in our quest for understanding nature. The key insight for Chang here was the adoption of an approach as simple as it was revolutionary: instead of assuming any of the purported models would obey the "true" law of thermometry, just assume they're all ultimately relative or continent, and choose instead one which behaves the most consistently within the most variable set of circumstances. It may not be universal, but this self-consistency provides us with something much more valuable: a benchmark on which to evaluate (and, presumably, improve on) our further measurements against. This is the basis for the method of comparability, which will figure prominently in Chang's own musings on the lessons learned from the thermometric odyssey.

Comparability's success itself hinges on the extension of an idea the author refers to as "single-value principle" - or the notion that to study nature is to look not only for fixed-points but, more crucially, for points of convergence, or single-values. What's the difference? Fixed-points are, in a sense, embedded into the structure of a system; they are necessary but salient features of the system itself - think of the vertices of a polygon or the minima/maxima of a curve. They are fixed not in terms of any specific value (remember the boiling point thing and how it actually fluctuates if we scramble the parameter?), but in their relation to other parts of the system, not to mention the very system as whole. This is a very nuanced point I don't think gets across very often, and is crucial to understanding what it is that our theories are actually trying to do at the end of the day.

A single-value, on the other hand, is fixed but also definite (as in: it doesn't fluctuate between a set of numbers); but even more crucial is the origin of its 'fixity' - not as a result of constraints set forth by any specific system, but rather the verifiable fact that many, different, and - presumably - independent systems somehow achieved the same numerical result for a given measurement. It speaks to a higher form of consistency - not system-wise but domain-wise -, which is arguably even stronger (it, at the very least, points to a much larger, underlying system acting on their behalf). So, if you start getting readings that your measurements remain equal under a constant setup on experiments performed through several media/contexts/arrangements, you may be in the presence of a fairly general principle acting (or perhaps even a law of nature). Chang adopts this view, with a slight yet critical modification, inspired by Regnault's frustrations: instead of a 'holistic' approach (à la Duhem), a much more modest one, he calls 'minimalist', is preferred, wherein the achievement of single-values doesn't necessarily tells us anything profound about the Universe per se, but more likely about our particular method of interrogating it. Consider if instead of testing many sorts of thermometers against each other and in several circumstances, Regnault decided to test many different forms of gauging temperature (say, based on pressure or work) - would the single-values previously obtained remain? At this point the debate starts to become hideously technical, so let's set that aside. The important thing is, Chang is very cautious about incurring any type of overextension of what the heat experiments mean within the broader context of 'doing science' in general; but, he does use them as an opportunity to share about his own interpretation of the plight for a particular type of methodological concern, and it's an interesting one.

Moderately warm takes

Chang sees in the history of scientific enterprise a mountain of corpses from long lost and abandoned theories he seems uneasy about. Sure, science is all about pushing forward and taking our most cherished notions through the fire of evidence to see which ones pass unscathed (though not everyone would agree). And yet, there's often a profligacy to which we engage with theoretical speculation, most of which ultimately unwarranted, that one gets a feeling he's trying to tell us is a step in the wrong direction.

To understand why we must understand where he is coming from. Chang is a believer in realism of the scientific kind - that is, that science is (or, at the very least, ought to be) about the real world, where the word 'real' takes a very specific meaning: it's not just a normative judgment on the factual existence of quarks or something to the like, but also a defense of the preeminence and foundational role of sense data in our understanding of it. In full-blooded scientific realism, like that of Hume, even mathematical or logical concepts are mere constructions, 'habits of the mind', with no objective existence or self-justification. They represent stable judgements we make about the world, but are in no way features of it, much less necessary ones - there could very well be things that don't fit into reason or our "modes of intuition" (like time and space) and that we'll either never know, because we can't even conceive of them with our limited minds; or, if we do get to experience them, will be at a loss to make heads or tails of what they're supposed to mean (see, eg, the entirety of particle physics in the last 120 years). It's important to underline the "scientific" qualification of this position, because one can be realist about several things, and those often can not be conflated - for example, both string-theorists and French literary theorists would probably be on the the far-end of the opposite extreme from Hume, though for very different reasons. Anyway, the point is: though he counts himself as a realist and a skeptic, he isn't as radical as some of his other peers (Regnault included); though, as we said, he does tend to view with suspicion a lot of the 'bolder' claims often exposed by theorists. The reason is that he thinks most of the theoretical artifacts these people are constantly churning are either poorly-defined, inconsistent or without proper justification (which isn't identical to "lacking evidence"). And the issue comes back to the point already hammered on his treatment of Duhem et al: that of the disconnect between many of these new concepts being pushed so vigorously by theorists and the already established ones - in other words, an underdetermination of the models. He is partial rather for the adoption of an operational criterion for concepts (which he borrows from Bridgman) - ie, that whatever abstractions we adopt to advance our understanding of phenomena be grounded directly on measurable outcomes of some operation performed by the scientist (so, in a sense, keeping the whole abstraction thing on a first-order basis). He is a bit less radical than Bridgman though, allowing for the definition of "measurable" to extend to indirect observations - like those made through the use of instruments - and non-immediate forms, like light from a distant star -, whereas Bidgman would take anything not un-mediatedly perceived by the senses as already a Bridg too far (sorry for that).

You see, Chang isn't against concepts per se. He just wishes they were less like bubbles in the aether, and more like actual, grounded extensions of our sensible objects. He sums that point nicely by reminding us that abstractions are not generalizations - while the former consists of taking something concrete apart by tearing all 'superfluous' features away, the latter consists of a much larger "jump" from the contingent to the necessary and universal. Abstractions are a deductive exercise, while generalizations can't help but to be inductive - and also a bit reductive. The biggest problem with grounding our concepts on other concepts is that there's no obvious point where we are justified in making the jump from 'abstract/concrete' (that in Chang are two sides of the same coin; one qualitative and the other quantitative in nature) into 'real world data' - that is, accordance with our experiments. Suppose that we have one of those awesome, very general reductionist theories that aims to encapsulate an entire domain; the theory has reasonable agreement with reality, but eventually it starts to deviate from our data at a given sector. What should we do now? Do we throw the whole thing out? Of course not, as it's still very useful and accurate in most other scenarios; but how do we deal with the deviation? The point is the theory itself is worse than useless in helping us figure out where to go next - it actually prevents us from exploring many possible avenues, with the risk of becoming altogether inconsistent (it's enough to consider the apparently insurmountable issue of which dear principles we should abandon in light of quantum theory's success: locality, realism [yet another kind, mind you], or observer independence) . Think of it like a Jenga tower: in order to move a block from anywhere other than the top layer, you need to act very carefully; if you remove too big a piece or in too central a location, it risks coming tumbling down altogether. In order to keep even a semblance of cogency, you need to move carefully or offset any major changes (like removing bits from opposite sides or replacing a piece with another, more appropriate one - what, what do you mean that move is illegal? What are you, a board-game normativist?). It's funny, actually, that reductionists tend to resort to that old metaphor that if science is "like a building", focusing on the foundations to the detriment of whatever else is the only surefire way to keep moving "up" - like, where would load-being columns and walls fit into this analogy? Isn't the 'fourth floor' foundational to the fifth - and all subsequent ones? I guess epistemologists don't play Jenga much. But the biggest issue is that, even in the spirit of the metaphor, the bottom layer can't even be said to represent the ultimate foundation, a job that would rather be more appropriately scrubbed to the ground itself that continues indefinitely below, heavier and darker and messier at every level; for, much like the infinite tower of turtles at the base of the world for the ancients, reductionism can't escape its infinite regress of concepts that depend on other concepts and so on, with empirical content only flimsily making an occasional appearance, in order to prop up a bulging slab or another, ad aeternum. But what if there is a better way?

What if we take this over-reliance of concepts on one another not as a bug but a feature, and with just a few restrictions in place to ensure well-foundedness - like 'no vertical chains of concepts allowed, only lateral ones', to avoid circularity issues; and a strict formation rule that ties concepts with a given empirical ground from which they can't be borrowed or divorced from easily. Well, that just so happens to be Chang's idea, and he very deftly and elegantly uses the building metaphor to illustrate it: suppose we take the reductionists for their word, and buy the whole "science is an edifice" thing, but instead of stopping there decide to take the analogy all the way to its ultimate implications. In this case, we would clearly see that a "foundation" isn't even a particularly illuminating term: it's, by its very nature, local to a specific location and not absolute in any sense - in fact, if we dig deep enough we'll eventually reach a "maximum point of foundationality" (the gravitational center of the Earth), and if we push forward we'll just start climbing up again in the abstraction ladder until we reach the other side. In reality, the ground is only a foundation for anything inasmuch as it is a compact stratum of mutually-supportive non-fundamental things, bound together by their own (however individually negligible) gravity! And not only that, but it's not the only possible stratum: countless many combinations of totally random objects could in principle be brought together so that they, too, would eventually coalesce into new "worlds" with their own "grounds" to base things on. Isn't that the most poetic vision ever? Chang's approach is a form of Coherentism - a tradition in the Philosophy of Science which argues that theories are justified by the self-consistent or mutually-supporting character of its constituting elements, which will always have more descriptive power than the sum of any of them individually. In this sense, it obviates (though isn't necessarily against) the notion that said theory must be grounded on any distinct set of self-evident first-principles. In his particular take of the doctrine, it's based mainly on a defense of the Principle of Comparability, as we've seen on his treatment of Regnault (that we are better served by the cumulative agreeableness of several - however individually mistaken or inaccurate - measurements than we are by a single, yet isolated, highly accurate implementation), and the Operationalizational view of concept-formation, as per Bridgman.

But Chang doesn't stop there. He sees science as a highly-dynamic activity - one in which, rather than a single, flat curve, we're treated to a roller-coaster-like back-and-forth ride of crude, aimless, sometimes discontinuous series of steps that yet, somehow, always tend to arrive at the right destination. He, once again, sees this chaotic aspect of actual scientific practice not as a bug but a feature, one that is illustrative of the self-reflecting and highly-exacting character of experimental science, which he identifies as the epistemic iteration process, (which Peirce would call the "self-correcting character of knowledge"). To understand how it works, start with a reasonable assumption about the presumed value that some variable of interest should take as the result of an experiment; after you perform said measurement, take the returned value and use it as the input for the next version (or iteration) of the experiment, and so forth, continuously. The idea is that, even if your initial assumption turned out to be wrong (an almost guarantee, actually), the fact that your inputs and outputs are part of the same functional domain bounds the possible results in a way that no amount of previous adjustment could correct for, and by doing it again and again with the produced outputs as inputs you're effectively collapsing the possible space of functions that could have provided this specific set of results, until you're only left with the class the most assuredly explains the observation in the first place. And if that sounds like fractal thinking, that's precisely because it is, and no wonder also, since there's a very deep connection between fractal phenomena and nonlinear systems (which, as you may remember, are very prolific in the natural world). Chang's argument for this method is based off two principles he's touched before, though only in a passing manner: the so-called Principle of Respect (that previous observations have relevance to our current ones, even if the reasoning behind them is found to be at fault - though it's also important to remind ourselves of the pluralistic nature of the theoretical landscape (remember the "many worlds and their grounds" of Coherentism), which imbues the researcher with a certain degree of freedom over which specific tradition to build his own work in, avoiding the Kuhnian dilemma) and the Principle of Progress (that to increase the robustness of a concept we should subject it to an increasingly varied set of circumstances, even if they lie somewhat outside its usual domain of validity, in order to verify if it's able to produce single-values in accordance with our other, more established models; this progress usually comes in the form of enrichment - ie, the introduction of new insights - or self-correction - that is, through the refinement of previous observations).

Lastly but not leastly, Chang will present us with his (to his own view) "boldest" idea, one that he hopes might help us avoid the pitfalls that had plagued thermometric science over the course of 300 years and, perhaps, even guide us forward in new and exciting directions. He calls it Complementary Science (as a complement to the specialist science practiced by professional scientists): an approach to both the History and the Philosophy of Science in which he hopes to systematize and address the production of all knowledge which science can't or isn't willing to attain by itself for any variety of reasons (hence 'complementary', rather than descriptive or prescriptive). It does so through three main avenues: the recovery of lost or forgotten knowledge, critical awareness of science's previous "missteps" and their lessons, and by new developments as a result of this rehabilitation. He's basically saying that philosophy and history can help illuminate issues that scientists themselves seem too hard-headed busy to effectively address, which honestly it's barely controversial at all, really - unless you're Stephen Hawking. And it's not like science has ever (except for early 20th century Vienna) had any claim on being the sole purveyor of truth and insight to all of mankind's burning questions, so not much to draw from here, to be honest.

But, I couldn't miss the opportunity to touch on a point, however tangential, that kept pulsating harder and harder at the back of my mind for the entirety of my reading, and which I believe Chang might have considered but is waaay too prudent to ever address out loud.

What if everything's energy? (but no, not like that)

Now, before we get into the juicy bits, let me add a disclaimer that this will be a highly-speculative exercise in trying to connect Chang's own ideas and the themes explored in his book with some ruminations I've been having on the whole metascientific enterprise and its significance, so naturally just take everything being shared here with a grain of salt. If you, like me, are a part of the Rationalist community, then you will most likely harbor some convictions that'll put you at odds with a full-blooded scientific realist position - probably by asserting the need of mathematical-statistical tools and the universality of certain heuristics for an effective understanding of reality, as well as a healthy dose of "Cartesian skepticism" regarding the data we gather through our senses/cognitive processes. And yet, here is Chang opening up a whole new can of worms that for once escapes the usual simulation debate or indispensability arguments for the reality of numbers: what if our sensory data itself encodes the very structure of reality? Let me elaborate:

When we talk about temperature we're really just talking about a way of measuring energy - or at least an aspect of it. And if we put aside (as we must) all new-agey, expansive notions of what energy actually is and treat it at the most bare-bones level, what do we actually get? I'll tell you what: a scalar quantity associated with a system's degrees of freedom - or roughly speaking, it's "possible states" (sure, it's a scalar only in classical mechanics, becoming a tensor in general relativity, but what is a tensor if not a scalar with extra steps?) Why is that relevant? Because, all alternative drivel aside, energy truly is one of the most fundamental informational 'building blocks' we have at our disposal in any attempt to make sense of empirical reality, together with space and its geometry. And the fact that it's not only represented by a number but that this number is conserved (except in non-static spacetime) seems to be telling us a great deal more than what's warranted about the universe and how it's even knowable in the first place. Remember the establishment of fixed-points in the beginning of our journey, and how important they were for us to even start tackling the troublesome issue of thermometry? Well, a conserved quantity is a kind of fixed-point, and as Noether has shown us there's plenty of insight we can derive from that realization alone. But we needn't stop there. Just like establishing a fixed-point was merely the first stage in the development of the thermometer, we could actually derive a great deal of knowledge from a broader application of the (arguably very-grounded) concept of energy.

In a way, we can say that the very idea of temperature was only possible as a practical notion because of how well-behaved heat is in the domain we're most familiar with. It took a lot of experimentation to nail precisely its mechanism and be able to produce reliable gauges (thermometers). But there is a very real sense in which a person, without recourse to Regnault's painstakingly collected notes but enough access to modern mathematical and computational - and just a few data points - could have derived all of modern thermodynamic theory, with thermometric theory as an aside. This isn't to diss on experimentalists, to impose an anachronistic revisionism or even negate the very surgical concerns expressed by Chang on the fruitlessness of blind theorizing, but to point to the very inescapable realization that the possibility of our apprehension of heat phenomena is baked into its very nature - and, in particular, that fact that it displays some level of regularity. I don't think people appreciate the very powerful implication of this statement well enough. It's telling us that whatever we can know, we can know mathematically (though perhaps not deterministically, or linearly, but still comprehensively), we can model and investigate the many possible outcomes of an experiment, and if not describe with certainty at the very least provide sensible probabilities for each possible outcome. It means that there is something out there that heat phenomena is like, other than heat itself; that it obeys certain rules and which our theories can capture, either partially or entirely, but it can't be said to be a product of our mind alone because our mind itself is its product, so in any case we'd just be pushing the issue further. What exactly "it" is, whether in this specific case or a more general sense, is a question far too hairy to deal with here, but if you feel like diving into that rabbit hole, Ladyman et al offers a great starting point. The bottom line is: for us to even intelligibly conceive of anything, it needs to have some dimension of regularity, which our brains can then pick apart and save only these more stable features; but in order for it to possess a degree of regularity it must have some structure, which soon translates into amenability to inferences (every structure is bound in a certain way that defines it, and this means that information about a part of it can be used to illuminate other parts as well).

Going back to heat: it's not only that it's actually (a form of) energy, but that to be as such tells us something important about adjacent phenomena - like mechanics, chemistry, etc. If energy can be transformed from one form into another, it must be so that there is some underlying level wherein the two are in a way equivalent - think of how you can't sensibly sum up two apples and two oranges to get any meaningful result, but you can always sum four fruits. More astounding, we soon realize that even those things that fail the regularity test - like heat and its apparent lack of constancy - are still telling us something very important about themselves: namely, that this is not the end of the line. If heat is gone, and as a form of energy it should be conserved, it must mean that it was transformed into some second thing other than heat; soon enough, we're interfacing heat with all sorts of other phenomena and arriving at Lavoisier's law. Suddenly, the entirety of chemistry is now viable thanks not to any particular empirical content, but an overarching principle governing those specific behaviors. Two things cannot interact unless they share at least a common property, and if they share a common property there must be a regularity that encapsulates this relationship, so they're not two things but two aspects of a single thing, with a quantity attached to moderate their relation. It's Coherentism all over again, but this time supercharged and stripped down to its core: if empirical data is the dirt that got together to form the multiple worlds of natural domains and their 'grounds', it is gravity (the consistency requirement that makes reality knowable) that is really running the whole show from the get go. No matter how hard you try to push it out of your models, there's just no way to build an ontology out of empirical contents alone, because those very contents carry within them the metaphysical baggage of consistency and its mathematical underpinnings - think how even a random but infinite sequence like pi carries within it every single possible piece of information, if only scrambled.

But where does "everything is (like) energy" fit into this? Well, this is where the implications grow really bizarre: what this would all seem to suggest is that even in domains where we're dealing with entities whose dynamics would seem far-removed from anything physical, then either: A) there will be some energy-like quantity associated with the system, which can be identified and manipulated to provide insight into that system's behavior; or, B) the lack of any relevant regularities would inform us that the particular 'slicing' used in investigating said domain in non-well-founded (usually these end up being amenable to description and not much else), and should probably be understood as a subdomain (or an arbitrary collection of smaller domains) of a "real" one, where the regularities are more pronounced and are, thus, more appropriate to deal with. There's a very interesting case to be made, for instance, that in most modern, financial economies, 'money' can be considered a form of energy; and, as a matter of fact, it could be argued that, at the end of the day, what we're doing when we're doing science is ultimately just searching for such regularities in nature, translating them in terms of manageable quantities associated with its evolution (energy), and investigating their structure and the landscape it occupies (think Hamiltonian mechanics) in order to extract interesting behaviors or possible applications. Now, of course, 'energy' should be understood here in its most abstract terms, the ones we defined at the beginning of this section - as a quantity standing for a system's degrees of freedom, that relates equivalent but distinct states of a system and that is defined in terms of regularities which manifest in its treatment. Most of all: it's one-hundred percent domain specific. It's NOT the case that every  "energy" measure will be interchangeable or even sensibly subject to comparison, and this is most definitely not a defense of "Cabin" or "Secret" or any such single-word cryptic pseudoscience advocacy of 'how your will can change reality' or things to the like. If you got to here thinking anything of the sort I have failed you, dear reader, and we should probably part ways.

To the rest of you, on the other hand: at this point you're probably thinking this is a load of "abstract nonsense" at best and utter crap at worst. Well, what if I told you that there's a very neat implementation of the spirit of the very ideas just discussed in the area of machine learning, and it's been around since the 80's? Welcome to the wonderful world of energy-based models. In the above link you can check a very comprehensive treatment of this; it's certainly one of the most interesting (and promising) research programs out there, specially in the area of generative models. The whole idea behind it consists, very roughly, of treating the semantic space of a given problem as made of individual states or 'answers' with an assigned number that reflects their probability, which is called their 'energy'. The goal is to minimize the energy of the system, thus finding the configuration that most accurately describes the relationships encoded in the base system. I'm probably butchering it in my exposition, but I've seen these been ported back into physics (where they took much inspiration from, naturally) to incredible results, so definitely worth a look for those interested.

In closing, I'd say that "Inventing Temperature" is a must for any aspiring philosopher of science, regardless of their inclinations. The writing is clear and direct, the exposition measured and the references abundant. Chang is an academic unlike any other in the area, and in many respects seems to operate closer to the ethos of a Regnault than of a Thomson - to our loss, because to hear his ideas in greater detail would warrant a book in itself. But on the question of what, after all, can we learn about the odyssey of the creation temperature, I'd be remiss not to observe how many subjects nowadays seem lost precisely because they lack their own gauges. What benefit to civilization if only we had a Regnault or a Lavoisier to the humanities, one could say. To which I might add: hell, I'd take even a Wedgwood.






Irreversible Damage: The Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters by Abigail Shrier

The song goes,

“You don’t need a weather man_, to know which way the wind blows.”_

It’s a terrible song. Most Bob Dylan songs are, of course. Whiny, vague rambling about how you should be a good person who does bad things, or a bad person who does good things, all this acoustic strumming trying to compel you to feel “folksy”, because Bob Dylan is “folksy” and you, too can be “folksy” if you pretend to like it. It’s funny. For all this work Dylan puts into the rebellious rambler image, his music is always really just about social acceptance. He’s marketing his best-seller albums as the outsider, the lone dissenting voice, so that everyone can praise him for what an outsider and dissident he is. He plays folk music not just because it’s what he knows but because the crowds in Greenwich Village know the right feelings to feel when folk music is played. They’ll clap and sing and stomp their feet because clapping and stomping in groups is what humans do, especially the hip and high-class humans who implicitly understand that embracing low-class art gives them superiority over those who don’t embrace them. The music is not really music but a project in cultural cohesion, of making sure that everyone is properly adjusted and has the correct emotional balance. You must not just listen, you must feel, and feel the way that Dylan is telling you to.

The transgender rights movement has been criticized for some time now as having creating the same sort of conformist environment. They exist within a small and highly specific ecosystem, largely confined to the upper echelons of academics and media. They are people who traffic in words and thoughts and feelings for a living. So it’s no surprise that they focus a lot on the thoughts and feelings of the people around them, and can be rather strident when the universe does not reflect their emotional state. It’s become very important for them to aggressively reflect their perceived cultural values and that everyone else does the same. And while their intentions are no doubt motivated by altruism, their tendency to turn everything into a crisis of trans existence warps their mission. It makes them not thinkers but common carriers of a cultural flame, addicted to the sense of purpose that social validation can give you. Their goal is not to change the world around them, but to reinforce their own sense of cultural aesthetics.

More the pity, then, that their critics are incapable of producing anything with more ideological maturity. The supposed pinnacle of this genre, Abigail Shrier’s 2020 book Irreversible Damage: The Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters is allegedly the antidote to the “gender ideology” perpetrated by the “woke mob”. It was supposed to be full of “hard truths” and counter emotional hysteria with simple reason and rationality. What is it, in reality? A sugar-coated mess designed to soothe the aggrieved egos of conservatives who have had their feelings hurt. Combining the subtlety of a second-rate thriller writer with the prosaic mastery of a second-rate thriller writer, Shrier abandons any attempt to explain why the transgender craze is seducing our daughters. She quickly abandons any discussion of the craze at all, any real or practical solutions to a clear and present danger. Instead, it’s several hundred pages of lurid details and faux horror inviting the reader to join in with Shrier for some communal disgust for people they’ve never met. The purpose of the book, just like the trans rights movement, is not to think but to feel, to identify and to have one’s identity validated.

This technique sells books. It can make you a very famous author. It can bring lots of hate and grievance from your political opponents, which in turn can sell many more books than you could alone. But it speaks volumes about how serious you think the problem you’re addressing is. It speaks to your intellectual integrity, your ability to argue a point and defend it honestly. It does not make you brave. It makes you the same emotionally parasitic demagogue that you accuse your opponents of being. It means you will gladly throw away a hard look at reality for the soft, comforting embrace of your predetermined narrative. It makes you useless.

Because you don’t need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows.

The funny part about all of this is that I really come down on the same side of the debate that Shrier does. We’re both something of the gender-critical variety, both concerned about the spread of gender-questioning ideas. She opposes gender-affirming care for minor children, like I do. I’m troubled by attempts to shoehorn existing social and psychological problems into cases of mistaken gender identity, like she is. And both of us are deeply skeptical that the recent increases in reported gender dysphoria – mostly among young women – matches gender dysphoria as it has been previously understood. I started Irreversible Damage assuming that I would largely agree with Shrier about what she was writing, and that I wouldn’t find anything that ideologically novel between the covers. What I was looking for was what Shrier had promised - a clear-eyed, reality-based look at the social aspects of gender dysphoria. Was it really a social craze, as claimed? What triggered it, if so, and what keeps it alive today? What are the people inside of it experiencing? Dozens of expert sources analyzed, hundreds of interviews conducted, it seemed clear: there could surely be no better person to find out than Abigail Shrier.

And for the first few chapters, the promise rang true. What I found on those pages was a story – a story about Julie. Julie was an outgoing teenage girl, a talented dancer and star student. Her prospects for a professional future in dance were quite good, according to her parents, and she was on track to break into what is an extremely competitive and skill-intensive world: professional ballet. Shrier, who interviewed Julie’s parents for the book and interweaves their personal anecdotes throughout the story, uses the page to tell the story of a girl who shined under pressure. She was becoming a key player in her dance troupe, dedicating her time to the art she loved and developing the passions bursting from within her. On the cusp of adolescence, high school seemed to be ready to turn that pressure into a successful and fulfilling life.

But then the cracks begin to show. As Shrier tells it,

“One of Julie’s friends gave an oral presentation that year on gender and sexual identity for class. The friend introduced the Genderbread person, a classic tool of gender identity instruction, in which a gingerbread cookie outline of a person is diagrammed. Arrows locate the seat of gender “identity” as the brain; the seat of “attraction” as the heart; gender “expression” as the whole body; and for biological “sex,” an arrow points to where the genitals would be.

Julie was captivated.”

The cracks got wider. Some of what followed was perhaps unavoidable for any teenager. The stress of a busy schedule and social anxieties took a toll on Julie’s well-being. She began therapy after struggling with self-harming behavior, but it didn’t seem to help the depression or the mental angst. Her parents watched as she became more withdrawn and were desperate to help in any way they could, even if they didn’t know quite what to do.

And then the cracks weren’t just cracks anymore. Julie’s therapist mentioned gender dysphoria as a possible cause of her issues, prompting her to spend more time with gender-questioning students at her school. She began spending more and more time online, frequenting that infamous “art-sharing website with a large transgender following”, DeviantArt. And as her mental health struggles continued, the pull these gender-questioning influences had on her only increased. The end result was only a matter of time. Julie adopted a new identity as a transgender boy at the end of high school, becoming someone her parents couldn’t recognize anymore. Her despondency and depression only seemed to worsen the further she went in, as she slowly cut off contact with her parents and the shadows of her old life. By the end of college, she had already received a double mastectomy and had not talked to her parents in years. And thus the tableau concludes. Parents heartbroken. Julie herself in the depths of despair. Shrier describes it all in vivid detail.

These stories, labeled with the names Shrier has picked to protect her subject’s privacy, are the main focus of the book. They make up most of the first chapter (appropriately labeled, “The Girls”) and serve as anchors throughout the book that tie the concepts under discussion to real human beings . These sections – “Sally”, “Meridith”, “Joanna” – contain narratives almost identical to Julie’s. Girls suffering from mental health issues travel down rabbit holes of internet culture and come out the worse for it. Parental support is rebuffed with accusations of transphobia as relationships explode into bitterness. Collegial struggles continually result in parental estrangement and gender transition is inevitable. It’s these stories, compelling as they are, that drew Shrier to write this book in the first place. I’m glad that they did. They mostly avoid invective and take a direct, human look at the lives of the people she’s writing about. They actually do start to unravel the ball of emotions surrounding the culture war and dig into the damage left in its wake. Were they used judiciously, they could have been the pointed thrust of a broader, more nuanced argument.

But this book isn’t about argument. It’s about making you feel something, specifically, afraid. And so, despite this being a book about the daughters at risk, the stories never stay with the daughters. To my disappointment, they always somehow manage to twist themselves into being about the “real” victims: parents. A girl is having trouble fitting in at school - how does it make her parents feel? She’s thrown in with some gender-questioning kids in her history class, and won’t stop acting like them. What do her parents think about it? Quoth “Richard”, a father to one of the girls in these stories:


“‘She thinks she looks like a guy,’ he told me. “She’s got the hair on her arms and everything, but she’s beautiful. They were actually calling her ‘sir’ [on our vacation], which was crazy. To me, she doesn’t look like anything but my daughter.’”



We can surely sympathize with Richard in this situation. His daughter, someone he loves very much, has decided that the identity that they built together was not worth keeping anymore. His world has broken in a way he never expected. But he’s also not the person that was seduced by the transgender craze. He’s not the one we should be talking to in this situation. His perspective might be nice, and it adds context, but an entire section devoted to how “Richard” feels inside isn’t very helpful when what we’re discussing is why girls like his daughter feel the need to be called “sir” on vacation. It’s only helpful if what you're aiming for is to let parents (the target demo) play out the mental image of themselves as a “Richard” in their very own horror movie. Because the hardships you can’t control make for much better entertainment than the ones you can.

Granted, Shrier is a parent herself. It would be wrong for her to not consider the role of parents in this conversation, and it would be impossible for her to completely ignore it. But her pathologies and preconceived notions have seeped so completely through these stories that it becomes somewhat uncomfortable to read at times. For example, Shrier seems to have a singular obsession with the idea of mastectomies. Whenever the subject is broached, Shrier immediately lets loose with a litany of rhetoric about how breasts (and especially breastfeeding) are central to the meaning of what a woman is. In fact, for someone who (rightly) objects to calling women “bleeders” because it’s incredibly dehumanizing and degrading, it’s strange that she always manages to come back to breastfeeding when trying to explain what makes up the central tenets of womanhood. For example, what lies in wait for a girl ensorcelled by the false song of transition? “She’ll wake up one morning with no breasts and no uterus and think, ‘I was just sixteen at the time. A kid. Why didn’t anyone stop me?’” Really? She won’t ask, “I’ve lost all my friends, why didn’t anyone stop me?” Of course not. She won’t stop to ask about the untreated mental troubles that Shrier tells us caused this transition. She won’t even consider the wide array of health risks Shrier spent the last chapter fantasizing about. “She’ll wake up with no breasts, and no uterus”. Because what is a woman, other than a pair of breasts and a uterus? What else matters, as long as those organs are kept intact? Why focus on these girls, their struggles, their hopes and fears and the real injury being done to them? That’s what one would do if one wished to solve the problem. But it’s clear that Shrier has other priorities.

As the book drags on, it slowly sets in that this itinerant tour throughout the various slices of gender-questioning culture (“The Moms And Dads”, “The Puzzle”, etc.) is meant not to educate us but to give a cartoonish description of gender-questioning ideology that deflates any real intellectual value we might take from it. Take Chapter Three, “The Influencers.” Inside this vignette we take a dive into the (truly absurd) world of transgender social media figures. Now, any world consisting of social media influencers is already suspicious territory to me, regardless of their gender preferences. I’m perfectly willing to accept that the internet may not be the best way for children to explore their gender identity, and that these trans icons may not be unparalleled fonts of teenage wisdom. But I can recognize that ignorance of this world makes me powerless to act. Why does someone seek out these influencers for advice? Why do these influencers choose this as a career? Given this problem, how can we navigate it as a society? Shrier is the one who knows. She’s the one with the countless interviews, hours of research, and hard-won expertise. I’m leaning on Shrier to explain to me why she thinks this is happening, so I can better understand what it is we should do.

But, as we’ve seen, understanding reality takes a backseat when the opportunity arises to join the audience in collective hatred. Knowledge doesn’t come with the same tribal feel-goods that derision can bring. So any wisdom she has to impart is smothered in a ham-handed writing style dripping with the level of sarcasm only someone deep within the media ecosystem can attain. Some choice examples:


“Chucking the DSM-5 aside, or perhaps blissfully unaware of it, trans YouTuber Jake Edwards advises that even if you don’t have traditional gender dysphoria, you might still have one of the ‘other types’”

“Sick with the flu? Find yourself in a car crash? Dumped by the love of your life? Not to worry, [Rachel] McKinnon will be right over.”

“An adult might wonder – as I did – what doctor oversees this witchcraft? This trial-and-error administration of hormones with indeterminate and shifting goals?”



Way to really own them.

The online trans community is, intentionally and explicitly, bizzare. No coverage of it could make them come across as “normal” to Shrier. Their aspiration is to something beyond the “normal” that Shrier ascribes to. But doesn’t it matter why their “better than normal” comes with a lot of mental health issues? Doesn’t it matter why Jake Edwards has invented “other types'' of gender dysphoria and why he sees them as better than the DSM-5’s definition? Shouldn’t we know what makes these ostensible role models so attractive to kids? How else can we address the problem? But Shrier either didn’t see these questions as worth her time or just didn’t realize they would be worth asking. Instead, she focuses on a picture of transgender people that paints them as comic-book villans who are alternatively knuckle-dragging illiterates and cunning manipulators who are capable of brainwashing children through a computer screen. None of the words on these pages – the stories, the snarky asides, even the data when she bothers to present it – explain or describe the problem. Their sole purpose is to confirm what you already knew, to wrap you further into the warm simplicity that ignorance can bring.

The result is that her attacks on gender-questioning culture never grow beyond their page limits and never reach a workable conclusion. They instead become incredibly hollow and constrained to the Gawker-level snark Shrier insists on writing in. Discussing testosterone injections, one of the most serious things one can do to one’s body, Shrier quips:


“Within the first few months of injections, as body and facial hair begin to sprout, it’ll be clear that she’s done serving up her body for ridicule. She’s on the boy’s team now.”



Oh. It’s that simple, then. “She’s on the boy’s team now.” We can wrap all these complicated discussions about social contagion and dysmorphia into a pat little phrase that sounds like it came off the backside of an Aerosmith album. Do we explore why she wants to be “on the boy’s team?” No, but Shrier will make a couple lazy guesses that it’s all about body image, or social anxiety, or something, and wander off into the next paragraph. What about the science, then, those “cold hard facts?” Will she talk to proponents of youth hormone treatment, get a sense for why they think this is the best course of action? Does she talk to the critics of youth hormone treatment, her presumptive allies, about why it’s not the best course of action? No. She’ll bring the experts in later when the topic is phalloplasty gone wrong, and we can spend pages telling you about all the terrible things surgeons are capable of. This is just the trivial matter of modifying one’s endocrine system. In all, she spares three pages on the topic of testosterone injection, half of which are taken up by anecdotes of girls seeking them out in various subversive ways. Instead of fully examining this deep and dangerous subject, one that could (per Carole Hooven’s T: The Story Of Testosterone) make a book all by itself, Shrier substitutes some throwaway lines about how girls probably like T because it makes you, like, more aggressive, or whatever, and stumbles away. By contrast, will the section labeled “Testosterone – The Risks'' be as vague? Not quite. Here, Shrier loses her timidity with detail. We learn all about the various things testosterone can do to you – increased risk of heart disease! Forget about birthday dinner at the Red Lobster now! Irritability and mood swings! Your ladylike demeanor might be completely erased! And worst of all, let’s not forget vaginal atrophy – it makes you have sex bad_!_ Your “new eroticism may be limited to the do-it-yourself sort”, Shrier intones, again demonstrating an obsession with reproduction that was better left in health class. But after all this hyperbole, she never actually tries to explain why girls are taking testosterone. The reader is expected to fill those details in themselves, because Shrier knows the only people reading are the ones who live inside her shared narrative of womanhood. She can only play in the places where the people already agree with her.

So what does Shrier focus on: the bad things that happen to you when you transition, or why girls are doing this to themselves in the first place? What’s worth more words: vaginal atrophy, or an explanation of the social pressures that are causing it? It doesn’t mean changing your rhetoric to be more moderate. You can be just as critical, just as bold, and just as outspoken. But you have to make an argument. You have to push outside your cloistered world and speak in the language of reason. It’s not a question of tone, it’s a question of being effective. It’s what it will take if Shrier wants her ideas taken seriously outside of the context of her own culture. So until she’s capable of that, she ought to spare me the voyeurism and the performed outrage. Spare me the histrionics and the mock concern. Spare me the mocking, for what it’s worth, and treat such problems with the seriousness one would think the craze seducing our daughters would merit.

Abigail Shrier has made a name for herself by claiming to be a brave and defiant voice willing to challenge the gender establishment. She is the rebel, the dissenter, the outsider willing to risk it all just to tell the truth. Thousands of her readers believe it. But it’s a lie. Abigail Shrier is a coward. The truth she tells, just like the gender nonconformists she’s so afraid of, is her truth. Yes, she’s been subject to unfair criticism online. She has a level of social infamy that she does not deserve and is not the shrieking transphobe her critics paint her as. But nothing she did in Irreversible Damage was a real risk. She did nothing to threaten her social standing among the very-online anti-wokes she’s surrounded by. The circles she was already in - these high-status conservatives who are convinced that there is war being made on high-status conservatives - were not fed anything they did not already believe. Their needs were attended to at every turn. And rather than mount a real argument, expecting her audience to work and wonder and think, she took the easy road and told them how brave and noble they were. Safe and sound from the outside world, ensconced in their little bubble.

Irreversible Damage was a book that was supposed to burst bubbles. It was uniquely positioned to do so, drawing on huge amounts of firsthand research and experience. But it failed. It simply shut down the gender conversation in exchange for an onanistic affirmation session that has ensured the continuance of the gender wars. Countless more young women, faced with a cocktail of social pressure and internal strife, will seek gender transition as a means of escape. The opposition to this will be constrained to places where it’s already not happening – the editorial page of the Wall Street Journal, the campuses of some red-state schools, the paranoia of a few obsessive parents. Neither side will ever actually offer to solve these girl’s problems. Neither side will ever understand what’s going on, because the bliss of ignorance will always be too sweet to overcome. And everyone will close their eyes and listen to the voices telling them that they’re right, that what they believe makes them not only virtuous but brave, and that they live in a world desperate to stop them from living their truth. Shrier has elected to become part of that chorus. This book, her “cancellation”, and our attention-deficit culture has seen to making sure she’s part of it forever. She could have written the book we needed. She wrote the book her critics knew she would.

Because you don’t need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows.






Island by Aldous Huxley

ATTENTION

"People, he was beginning to understand, are at once the beneficiaries and the victims of their culture. It brings them to flower; but it also nips them in the bud or plants a canker at the heart of the blossom. Might it not be possible, on this forbidden island, to avoid the cankers, minimize the nippings, and make the individual blooms more beautiful?"

What is the best way to run a society? What structure of people leads to the greatest amount of flourishing? Sure, a wizard's decentralized libertarian archipelago might be the best collection of societies, but what does the best island within that collection look like?

In the novel Island, author Aldous Huxley imagines such a community.

You may know that Huxley was also the author of Brave New World, which was a dystopian novel that warned about the excess of comforts and consumerism in the twentieth century. If Brave New World presents the problem, Island presents the solution. Published a year before his death, Island is Huxley's picture of what an ideal society could be. Island could be described as a utopian fiction, but a completely different kind. Island is fundamentally different from most utopian fiction - it focuses on a different path to societal-wide happiness while grounding itself in the confines of the real world.

ATTENTION

(I have forgone the trite I, II, III section breaks in favor of ATTENTION - this is the word repeated by Myna Birds strewn throughout Pala to keep people in the present)

In most fiction, utopia is portrayed like this:
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Which is to say, it's portrayed like a technological wonderland. The Culture, Wakanda, Laputa - all societies that are seen as better than ours, because they are more technologically advanced.

Which is funny, because deep down, I think we can all agree that technology only indirectly contributes to happiness. Did upgrading my iPhone 12 Pro to an iPhone 13 Pro Max really increase my life happiness? Probably not. Did replacing my Vizio 4K TV with a LG 4K OLED panel help me become a better person? The answer isn’t just “no”, it’s “obviously no”. It’s like asking “did drinking orange juice help you become a better driver”.

So, what does increase life happiness? Huxley argues: emotional awareness, relationships, and self-actualization. Think of someone you know who is extremely well adjusted - confident, kind, and is distinctly able to shape their life into something that they want. Pala is a society optimized to create those kinds of people.

Pala is a different kind of utopia - it isn’t a utopia because it has technology a few generations ahead of us; it’s a utopia because it has life satisfaction a few generations ahead of us.

“But then in Pala maximum efficiency isn't the categorical imperative that it is with you. You think first of getting the biggest possible output in the shortest possible time. We think first of human beings and their satisfactions. Changing jobs doesn't make for the biggest output in the fewest days. But most people like it better than doing one kind of job all their lives. If it's a choice between mechanical efficiency and human satisfaction, we choose satisfaction.”

ATTENTION (What does Pala look like)

So, how is society actually arranged?

The family structure is an interesting deviation from ours - while we consider the nuclear family the atom of society, Pala has the MAC - mutual adoption club. MACs are collections of twenty or so couples, plus ten or so few ex-husbands and ex-wives, plus some retirees. As a unit they all watch over twenty or so children. If a child finds the weight of living under a certain set of parents unbearable, they are encouraged to migrate to another home within their MAC. When children migrate to other homes, they stay there anywhere between a few days and a few months - in the meanwhile, the parents get some therapy from the other parents.

Huxley makes the case that traditional style parents can be the root of a lot of people’s suffering - Farnaby’s father was highly religious, and an abusive alcoholic. A MAC can avoid hurt like this by giving children an escape valve. I was fortunate enough to have great parents, but I know a lot of people who would have had better upbringings with an option to migrate, even if for just a little bit. Huxley also encourages what we would call “free range parenting” - letting children do things all on their own, the opposite of hover parenting.

The economic structure reads like an odd mix between socialism and libertarianism.

First the socialist part: their society "doesn't permit anybody to become more than four or five times as rich as the average." In the United States, the median household income was $67,521. Meaning the maximum income in Pala would be about $337,605. (I think it’s possible that the income cap would be the most unrealistic part of Pala in 2022, and we haven’t even gotten to giving psychedelics to children yet.)

Then, the libertarian part: "Better still, we have no omnipotent politicians or bureaucrats. Pala's a federation of self-governing units, geographical units, professional units, economic units—so there's plenty of scope for small-scale initiative and democratic leaders, but no place for any kind of dictator at the head of a centralized government."

To me, this sounds like a left-libertarian’s paradise. Society generally follows the will of the people, but gets distorted by two key factors - money and power. Pala puts caps on both of these.
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For recreation, the primary hobbies are sex and drugs. Well, kind of - more like tantric sex and psychedelics.

Huxley thinks that tantric sex can cure a lot of society’s ills. A lot of the focus is on maithuna, or, coitus reservatus (basically, sex where the guy doesn’t cum). There’s a lot of talk about sex becoming something more, in a Buddhist sense: "And that's the whole point of maithuna. It's not the special technique that turns love-making into yoga; it's the kind of awareness that the technique makes possible. Awareness of one's sensations and awareness of the not-sensation in every sensation." Also, contraceptives are freely available from the government at no cost (except taxes) if people want to change it up.

The psychedelic is called moksha, and it seems directly inspired by magic mushrooms and mescaline. Huxley was a big believer in psychedelics, to the point that he wrote one of the foundational texts on the matter - Doors of Perception. Huxley even took 100μg of LSD on his deathbed. Moksha is seen not as a drug to escape reality, but as a drug to understand it and contemplate it.

“And all that the moksha-medicine can do is to give you a succession of beatific glimpses, an hour or two, every now and then, of enlightening and liberating grace. It remains for you to decide whether you'll co-operate with the grace and take those opportunities. But that's for the future. Here and now, all you have to do is to follow the mynah bird's advice: Attention_!”_

For education, a heavy emphasis is put on understanding the child:

“Precisely who or what, anatomically, biochemically and psychologically, is this child? In the organic hierarchy, which takes precedence—his gut, his muscles, or his nervous system? How near does he stand to the three polar extremes? How harmonious or how disharmonious is the mixture of his component elements, physical and mental? How great is his inborn wish to dominate, or to be sociable, or to retreat into his inner world? And how does he do his thinking and perceiving and remembering? Is he a visualizer or a nonvisualizer_? Does his mind work with images or with words, with both at once, or with neither? How close to the surface is his storytelling faculty? Does he see the world as Wordsworth and Traherne saw it when they were children? And, if so, what can be done to prevent the glory and the freshness from fading into the light_ of common day? Or, in more general terms, how can we educate children on the conceptual level without killing their capacity for intense nonverbal experience? How can we reconcile analysis with vision? And there are dozens of other questions that must be asked and answered…” This goes on for another half of a page.

The other interesting bit for education is… using psychedelics on children. Children can reject it if they want to, but moksha is taught as a way to get children to think critically and ignore dogma.

ATTENTION

In my opinion, the biggest issue with people discussing utopias is realism. People have a completely impractical pie in the sky idea of how a society could look, without much consideration for the real world. Fortunately, *Island* takes realism very seriously, on both a global and local scale.

Global

First, let’s talk about dictators. How can a paradise like Pala exist in a world, our world, where Stalin and Hitler have existed? Island has a short but direct dialogue about how a high amount of suffering within the world can be explained by unfulfilled, unhappy men seeking power. (Men specifically seemed kind of sexist to me, but honestly, when I think of the all time most evil people - Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot are all men. In fact, a good amount of suffering carried out at the time of writing can be explained by Putin. I guess, fortunately, feminism hasn’t brought equality of outcomes in evil and bloodthirsty autocrats)

Island lays out two types of these evil, unfulfilled men - the Peter Pan and the Muscle Man. It’s absolutely shocking to me how well this corresponds to our 2022 view of malicious people.​ The Peter Pan corresponds to what we would describe as an incel, a man who grows up far too late. For the canonical example of a Peter Pan, Island chooses who most would describe as the most infamous man ever - Hitler:

“A Peter Pan if ever there was one. Hopeless at school. Incapable either of competing or cooperating. Envying all the normally successful boys—and, because he envied, hating them and, to make himself feel better, despising them as inferior beings. Then came the time for puberty. But Adolf was sexually backward. Other boys made advances to girls, and the girls responded. Adolf was too shy, too uncertain of his manhood. And all the time incapable of steady work, at home only in the compensatory Other World of his fancy. There, at the very least, he was Michelangelo. Here, unfortunately, he couldn't draw.”

So - how do you solve a would-be Hitler?

"It isn't hard. Particularly if you start early enough. Between four and a half and five all our children get a thorough examination. Blood tests, psychological tests, somatotyping; then we X-ray their wrists and give them an EEC. All the cute little Peter Pans are spotted without fail, and appropriate treatment is started immediately. Within a year practically all of them are perfectly normal. A crop of potential failures and criminals, potential tyrants and sadists, potential misanthropes and revolutionaries for revolution's sake, has been transformed into a crop of useful citizens who can be governed adandena asatthena—without punishment and without a sword…

For Peter-Panic delinquency, what you need is early diagnosis and three pink capsules a day before meals. Given a tolerable environment, the result will be sweet reasonableness and a modicum of the cardinal virtues within eighteen months. Not to mention a fair chance, where before there hadn't been the faintest possibility of eventual praj-naparamita and karuna, eventual wisdom and compassion.”

This seems… entirely reasonable to me.  Pre-screening for mental health seems like a no-brainer, and honestly it’s a little insane to me that we don’t do it. I have distinct memories in grade school of being taken out of class to be tested for color blindness - why can’t we do it for mental illness. Surely there are some predictors of early mental illness in grade school students, and if instead the best we can do is wait until symptoms manifest, that’s a lot better than the system we have now, which entirely puts the burden on the people suffering from it to check in with a doctor.

The Muscle Man corresponds to what in 2022 terms, we would call toxic masculinity. Machismo, ignoring your own feelings, “feels impelled to Do Something and is never inhibited by doubts or qualms, by sympathy or sensibility”. The book defines the canonical example as Stalin, which is fair, but I immediately think Putin.

How do you fix a muscle man? Teach them to be open with their feelings. Give them other outlets for their aggression - mountain climbing, cutting down trees, taking long hikes.
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Machismo is a local maximum for self confidence. It’s near impossible to leave it once you’re already in it, because you have to cross the pit of despair. But being open with your feelings is a global maximum - it gives you a good amount more self confidence than machismo, and it has the benefit of not being inherently toxic.

Personal

One of the most interesting patterns in Island is all of the main characters are in some sort of grief. Will Farnaby, the protagonist, lost his wife after she got in a car crash caused by her being distracted and upset by Farnaby’s serial affairs. Dr. Robert McPhail is the main tour guide of the Island, and represents a bridge between the outside world and Pala. Throughout the book, his wife is on her deathbed. Susilia is the nurse that helps Will recover from his ship crash, and is probably most emblematic of the natives of Pala. Her husband had died in a rock-climbing accident a few months before the book started.

“We're not quite such fools as you seem to think. We know perfectly well that only a part of our destiny is controllable."

This reads like a steelman to me. Huxley puts the main characters in the aura of death, and has them show some realistic happiness. Even for those in the throes of grief a place like Pala is a fundamentally good place.

"It isn't a matter of forgetting. What one has to learn is how to remember and yet be free of the past. How to be there with the dead and yet still be here, on the spot, with the living." She gave him a sad little smile and added, "It isn't easy."

Near the end of the novel, Will Farnaby takes some moksha and reflects deeply on his wife's death. It helps him recontextualize it in ways he never had before (which to be fair is the modus operandi of psychedelics). This shows that Pala as a society isn’t just compatible at handling grief like ours is, it’s maybe even better at it.

ATTENTION

At its worst, Island lists off some concepts that probably seemed neat to Huxley, but never really took off. He tries to make the case that hypnotism will revolutionize medicine. To be completely honest, I don’t know a lot about hypnotism. I do know it hasn’t exactly taken modern medicine by storm. It could be that it's been completely overlooked, but I’m gonna venture a guess that there’s a reason it hasn’t really found a niche outside of… middle school magic shows.

But honestly, Island has way more hits than misses. Gay acceptance, anti-colonialist beliefs, revolutionizing the education system, work/life balance, psyechedelics as therapy, all in the year 1962.

At its best, Island reminds me of what I like about Scott’s essays - if you start with a complete and nuanced model of the world, then your arguments, questions, and stray thoughts all become more complete and more interesting than anyone else. Island grows from the idea that utopia isn’t a set of sufficiently advanced technologies, but a way that people could live. And Huxley feeds this idea with another one - the idea that the world, and life itself is beautiful.

I wholeheartedly recommend Aldous Huxley’s Island.

" 'Patriotism is not enough.' But neither is anything else. Science is not enough, religion is not enough, art is not enough, politics and economics are not enough, nor is love, nor is duty, nor is action however disinterested, nor, however sublime, is contemplation. Nothing short of everything will really do."








Jamberry by Bruce Degen

A Critical Anarcho-primitivist Perspective

The bacciferous adventure of a boy and his bear in Jamberry may seem frivolous, fruity, and fun—a harmless enjoyment for young chilluns. It is anything but. Jamberry is a cautionary tale, a chilling warning of what happens when society transitions from sustenance, hunter-gatherer collectivism to a materialistic, capitalistic hellhole.

In the beginning, all seems well. One berry, two berry, pick me a blueberry! The story opens. By chance, a boy meets a furry, lovable bear. The reader feels a sense of nostalgia; she is reminded of her own bucolic childhood. Berries; canoes; friendly wildlife. Hatberry, shoeberry, in my canoeberry! All is good in the world! All is fun, and natural, and free!

But it is not.

Under the bridge, and over the dam, looking for berries, berries for jam. The fall from the dam represents the heroes’ fall from grace. Berries for jam shows that their intentions are innocent—they merely seek sustenance! But this will not save them from their brush with technology.

Finger and pawberry; my berry, your berry. Uh oh. The notion of ownership, of mine and not yours, has been introduced. The community is no longer a concern.

The real tragedy begins soon enough. Quickberry, quackberry, pick me a blackberry! implores the scathing, commanding goose, an obvious stand-in for an SS officer with his military-style cap. In the illustration, the bear cowers in a submissive pose, a hand on his head. No longer are the boy and bear free to pick for their own sustenance and enjoyment—no, now they must pick for the goose! What he represents becomes all too clear in the coming pages. Trainberry trackberry, clickety clackberry. The creeping specter of industrialization, oh my! Rumble and ramble in blackberry bramble, billions of berries for blackberry jamble. Billions! What could a boy and a bear do with billions of berries? With such excess, the only plausible purpose could be profit. The rabbit who receives this train of berries is uncanny in his resemblance to the ‘robber barons’ of the 1800s, replete in a buttoned vest coat, potbellied, arms spread out in a celebration of the plunder he has acquired; the lives he will ruin, the animals he will press into the roles of subservient worker-slave.

By now, any astute reader will feel a sense of unease, that may or may not be allayed by the next plot twist: a musical agricultural celebration! Razzberry, Jazzberry, Razamatazzberry, Berryband, Merryband, Jamming in Berryland! No longer can a day’s work of seeking food be its own reward. A natural romp in the woods has been replaced with a facsimile. So much raspberry jam has been made that it is no longer produced to be eaten; it’s consumed in the most wasteful incarnation: a skating rink!

Not a single plant or berry is in sight in the illustration; but a plaque bearing the inscription “BERRYLAND” is prominent: an obvious, ironic statement about how industrial society pretends to celebrate the very things it destroys. In contrast with the naturalistic, spontaneous, and free strawberry celebration of only a few pages ago, the celebratory participants are dressed in stiff clothing, performing a pre-orchestrated synthetic performance rather than spontaneously rejoicing in life and nature.

Will our human and ursine heroes break free of this new normal? This twisted reality in which beings exist only to harvest berries? In which the berry-industrial complex reigns supreme, so much that one’s individual identity ceases to be anything beyond “berry picker”?

Moonberry, starberry, cloudberry sky! Intones Degen, showing us how far this new paradigm extends: to the moon; to the skies; beyond. Boomberry, zoomberry, rockets shoot by! The heroes haven’t been in the system long enough to become complacent: they long to escape; not just to conquer it but to obliterate it; to break the wheel of profits and capitalism. We see an image of them escaping on a giant hot air berry-balloon, but whether this is real or merely a fantasy remains tantalisingly unclear. Do our heroes escape to their “garden of Eden”? Or do they remain bound to the berry-industrial complex, slaves who can merely fantasize about leaving?

Mountains and fountains, rain down on me. Berried in berries, what a Jam Jamboree. So ends this tale, as the boy and the bear emerge in a blank, empty space, as massive quantities of berries fall upon their heads.

The ending is superbly ironic. “What a jam jamboree” indeed: although the boy and bear have physically escaped the confines of agricultural slavery, they cannot reset their minds and see nature and their surroundings for what they are. Instead, all they see is more berries than they can ever eat, stripped of their natural and wholesome context. Their bucolic existence can never be recaptured. Every drupe, every haw, every pome, can no longer exist alone, whole and real: it is now a characterless, unidimensional unit that exists only as a function of its financial worth.






Japan at War: An Oral History by Haruko Taya Cook and Theodore Failor Cook

0.

Japan at War is an oral history of Japan between 1930 and 1945, a period that begins with Japanese imperialist ambitions in China, and concludes with the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by atomic bombs. It is the culmination of years of journalism conducted by a married couple who traveled Japan in the 1990s interviewing survivors of the war years. The result is a curated selection of about seventy stories told by Japanese people in their own words, interspersed with brief summaries of the broader historical context those stories occurred in. It is a staggering book that provides dozens of moving and surprising insights into the history of the conflict and compact illustrations of human character in times of intense stress.

1.

Though American narratives naturally date the beginning of the war with Japan at the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Japanese memory of it begins with the invasion and colonization of Manchuria in 1931. This conflict, seen as a sideshow or prologue in American memory, was, for the Japanese, the beginning of a ten year period of constant war. This was not a sideshow–it was a brutal and destructive campaign against China that occupied 400,000 troops up until the end of the war, and saw hundreds of thousands of Japanese settlers move into captured territories.

We see, in the opening accounts of the book, themes and patterns that persist throughout the whole experience. The Japanese military fights ferociously, with almost a disregard for the lives of their own soldiers: one commander describes human wave attacks against entrenched Chinese positions that left 95% of the participating forces wounded, dead, or psychologically broken. Supply problems are common: Japanese soldiers are quickly reduced to stealing whatever they can to survive, at times robbing friendly units. And, massacres of civilians, abysmal treatment of prisoners, and human experimentation on  the Chinese were common.

The scope and industrialization of Japanese war crimes is shocking. However, many of the people interviewed (especially those who were highly ranked) minimize, gloss over, or deny them. An exchange with a lieutenant general over photographs he took in the aftermath of the capture of Nanking (a period in which it is likely over 200,000 Chinese civilians were killed) illustrates the intensity of some Japanese’s denial:


You don’t see any dead bodies, although the gate is damaged. [He jabs his finger at the photo.] This is the spot in the other sides’ books where they claim ten thousand bodies lay. Right here. You don’t see any bodies, do you?

Tanida-san, on this page opposite, right here, you’ve written “About one thousand confirmed bodies, 4 p.m.,” haven’t you?

We started about three o’clock. It must have been about 4 o’clock when we got here. This is in front of the gate. It’s still burning. Smoke is still rising. Here I wrote “more than one thousand,” but actually two or three thousand dead were probably there. If you move toward the river-bank, about three hundred meters from this gate, you come to this location. [Turns to next picture]

Are the white things in the picture bodies?

I wonder what those white ones are? Something white must be spread out there.



Other former soldiers are not as evasive. Bayonetting or beheading captured POWs was a common occurrence, and served as a rite of passage for new soldiers or officers. One soldier describes this process:


Second Lieutenant Tanaka took us to the detention center. Pointing at the people in a room, all Chinese, he announced, ‘These are the raw materials for your trial of courage.’...On the final day, we were taken out to the site of our trial. Twenty-four prisoners were squatting there with their hands tied behind their backs…Tanaka turned towards us and looked into each of our faces in turn. “Heads should be cut off like this,” he said, unsheathing his army sword. He scooped water from a bucket with a dipper, then poured it over both sides of the blade. Swishing off the water, he raised his sword in a long arc. Standing behind the prisoner, Tanaka steadied himself, legs spread apart, and cut off the man’s head with a shout, “Yo!” The head flew more than a meter away. Blood spurted up in two fountains from the body and sprayed into the hole…



The neophyte officers’ executions do not go as smoothly:


Some of the officer candidates slashed the head by mistake. One prisoner ran around crazily, his blindfold hanging down, his head gashed. “Stab him!” Tanaka ordered. The candidate officer swung and missed again. “You fool!” Tanaka scolded. This time Tanaka swung his sword. All of us did. Everyone got covered with blood as we butchered him.



Tominaga, though disgusted by these actions, feels they were effective. He says that, when he beheaded a prisoner, he “gained strength somewhere within [his] gut.” Once frightened by the “tiger eyes” of the combat veterans under his command, he was able to face them without fear. He claims this sort of training was a natural extension of Japanese thinking that “men were able to fight courageously only when their human instincts were suppressed.”

In some sense, he seems to have been correct. Japanese soldiers were ferociously effective, even towards the end of the war, when they were stranded on island garrisons without food or ammunition. But they still lost, defeated by American forces that managed to best them without suppressing their humanity. And, when the war ended, and those “demons” had to become men again, they were shattered by their experiences, able to cope only with the help of religion or alcohol.

Perhaps the most horrific of these sorts of accounts are from a pair of men who participated in human experimentation on Chinese prisoners. The first describes how humans were vivisected to teach doctors how to perform operations like limb amputations or appendix removals. Blindfolded prisoners were shot in the stomach in order to provide doctors with opportunities to practice removing shrapnel. Organs were harvested and sent back to Japan.[1] Tools were not sterilized, because the prisoners were expected to die during the process, or be executed when the operation was finished.

The second describes his role as a technician in “Unit 731,” a bacteriological warfare unit. His job involved infecting human prisoners with deadly bacteria, then harvesting their organs at the moment just before their death.[2]

It is difficult to summarize or find extended quotes that convey the sense of horror that these chapters generate. The disgust and sadness is created by the accretion of minute, banal details that ground the stories and bring them to life: interns chuckling about a senior doctor sewing up a patient backwards, or the long, complicated process involved in breeding diseased fleas. In abstract, atrocities rarely generate emotional responses. They are unimaginable. But the individual nature of the accounts allows the reader to see the human reality on both sides of the equation.

Seeing that humanity leads one to question how a person could participate in such acts. Each interviewer offers different explanations. Some describe an intense sense of peer pressure–a desire to avoid disgracing oneself by not participating. Some were simply motivated by the promise of a good paying job, and an ability to look the other way. Some seem fundamentally insecure, enjoying the status and sense of power their roles brought them, and willing to do anything to protect and reinforce that status. One man comes across as a true sociopath, describing his actions without remorse, and, after recounting many, many cold-blooded murders, complains that the Japanese were not treated in a “gentlemanly fashion” by the Americans during the occupation.

Cultural factors were at play, too. The Japanese had an intense sense of racial superiority, which they used to justify their actions towards the Chinese, Koreans, and other colonized peoples. And there was a deeply ingrained belief that surrender or captivity were fates worse than death–anyone dishonored by capture deserved whatever treatment they were given.

2.

The brutal war narratives stand in contrast to the almost idyllic descriptions of civilian life in Japan and its colonies in the early 1930s. Colonial expansion had brought material wealth. One woman describes the joy of working as a kindergarten teacher in Manchuria, seduced by the sun setting on “red sorghum fields [stretching] on for eternity.” Other stories from the early 1930s linger on images of ballroom dancers, or variety shows at the Moulin Rouge.

But those good times were to be short lived. Imperialist expansion began a chain of events that led Japan, inexorably, to war with America. Japanese imperialism and brutal treatment of the Chinese led to American embargoes against Japan, which crippled their ability to continue their campaign, even as Chinese forces were supplied by the West through European colonial holdings in India, Burma, and French Indochina. Rather than accept defeat and withdraw, the Japanese government doubled down and attacked America.

This was, in hindsight, a disastrous decision, and one that seems to be more of a consequence of Japanese overconfidence than a calculated move. Though interviews with high level decision makers are scarce, one former naval intelligence official recalls the typical Japanese military thinking:


Leaders looked only at pluses and paid no attention to minuses… “Advance, advance,” therefore became the only objective. But what would happen when you advanced? What situation would arise? These things were not in their minds.



In this fashion, strategy was replaced by dogma:


“If we go to Indonesia, everyone will tremble in fear and awe and bow down before us.” All we have to do is say “This is necessary for Japan. Moreover, this will make you happy, too.”



This arrogance led decision makers to take the disastrous step of attacking America and Great Britain.

Curiously, ordinary Japanese citizens, at least in retrospect, seemed to harbor doubts about this decision. Though nationalist zealotry was not in short supply, citizens who had contact with the US described misgivings. A machinist, though grateful for the work war brought, fretted about the sagacity of attacking a country that supplied most of the plans Japan used to manufacture goods. Others wondered why Japan would start a war against such a large country, especially given Japan’s lack of mobility and material disadvantages. It is hard to know how much these opinions are colored by hindsight, but they, at least, seem to indicate that the strategic implications of the decision were foreseeable, though unconsidered.

3.

Though Japan’s initial assaults and invasions were full of striking military victories and massive territorial gains, stories about them are largely absent from collective Japanese memory. Only one account is a recognizable example of the sort of glorified war story common in American retellings: that of fighter pilot Sakai Saburo. Saburo begins his tale by comparing aerial dogfighting to combat between samurais, and lives up to the metaphor’s grandiosity. As a new pilot, he trains himself to spot enemy aircraft by constantly staring at the sky, and, once in combat, performs exceptionally and becomes an ace.

However, in the battle for Guadalcanel, gunfire shatters his cockpit, sending shards of glass across his face. His right eye is destroyed instantly, and his left is severely damaged. Undeterred, he fashions a makeshift bandage from a strip of silk cloth, and flies his damaged Zero four hours back to the airfield, at times passing out or flying upside down. Once landed, he refuses medical care until his wounds become so infected that his eyes are full of maggots. After treatment, he is nearly blind, and slated to be reassigned and trained as a masseur, but he escapes the hospital and hitches a ride back to his unit, then talks his commanding officer into allowing him to fly again. In his first mission back, he fights in the largest air battle of the Pacific theater, shooting down five enemy planes and becoming a “one eyed ace.”

His story does not end there. Late in the war, he is tapped for a kamikaze mission, but the target ships fail to appear at the designated location. To conclude the story in his words:


We reversed course–not simple on the open ocean with nothing to guide us. We were a one-way attack force, so we hadn’t done any navigation. We’d never thought of fuel consumption…All I had to rely on was my experience of many years... I calculated distance from what I thought was that cloud we’d seen before, though it had already changed shape. Soon it was ink black. There was no sense of speed. When I looked left and right I could see purple exhaust coming from the two Zeros on my wings. I could tell the pilots were there because of the ultraviolet light on their faces. One hour passed. Two hours passed.

…All five of my fuel gauges showed empty… I thought, “So this is the day I die. Here. Now.” In front of me, before the cowling of my engine, my mother appeared. “This way, this way,” she said. I had been awakened once before by my mother’s voice when I passed out after my wounds over Guadalcanal. Now there she was again…

I was ready to die. I thought I would plunge into the sea with my companions when the time came. But if my calculations weren’t wrong, we should be approaching Iwo Jima. In the cockpit, even on a pitch-dark night, there is some starlight, and that light can be reflected from the sea. If there’s no reflection, if there’s a dark spot, specialists like me could tell that an island was there. I was watching my clock. Soon our engines would simply stop. “Show yourself!” I cried out to the island…According to my calculations, it was time. I was searching the ocean, looking over the leading edge of my wing, when I saw that something black, like a tadpole, seemed to be running across the surface of the sea…There it was, again, the dark spot had traveled under the wing. ‘That’s Iwo Jima!’”



Unsurprisingly, Saburo now works as a motivational speaker.

4.

His story, though, is the exception. Most of the war narratives describe the confusion and desperation of Japan’s defeat: suicide charges and endless scattered retreats through desolate jungles. Stories from the home front paint a picture of a country slowly eating itself. A bakery renowned for kasutera, a sort of sponge cake, is forced by supply shortages to switch to making ham sandwiches, then sliced bread, then nothing. An imperial army recruiter conscripts man after man from his village, until he is the only one remaining.

The lack of material and workers forced children into the war effort. A young boy is strafed by American planes on expeditions to harvest wood for alcohol fuel. A 16 year old girl works 12 hour shifts on starvation rations to manufacture “balloon bombs”: explosives attached to hydrogen balloons intended to float across the Pacific and hit American cities on the coast. She is horrified to learn, many years later, that out of the 9300 launched, the only “success” achieved was the death of a picnicking American family.

5.

Despite these sacrifices, in 1943 or 1944 the war became unwinnable. Japanese supply lines had been obliterated by the American Navy. Though their colonial ambitions had succeeded in expanding access to raw materials, the superiority of American air and naval power meant those materials could not be transported to where they were needed. For example, though in 1943 Japan had successfully doubled oil imports from their levels immediately following the American Embargo, they were half of what they were pre-embargo, and needs had dramatically increased–they needed to fight not just in China, but across the entire Pacific, contesting the most powerful navy and air force in the world.

There was no way, at this point, for Japan to win the war. Their army was scattered on isolated island garrisons. Resources were scarce, and many soldiers and civilians were starving. But again, faced with a choice between surrender or death, Japan chose death, making fruitless self-sacrifice the national policy.

This choice was nearly inevitable. Japanese decision makers had been selected for aggressiveness and confidence, and early successes had rewarded those traits. The civilian population had had obedience and loyalty literally beaten into them from childhood by an authoritarian school system and brutally hierarchical military. Combine that with a national obsession with honor, a veneration of the emperor as a living god, and an idea that surrender was a fate worse than death, and you have a culture driven towards mass industrialized suicide. Japanese strategy became unhinged from reality: the “miracle-to-come, which would sweep all enemy fleets away from the sacred shores of Japan, was by 1945 a constant refrain in what was left of the Empire… Imperial high command was preparing to stake virtually all remaining Japanese air and sea power on desperate mass attacks.”

This new glorification of suicide, and the policies that followed, scarred those forced to carry them out. The book features four interviews from people who were affected by the “Divine Wind Special Attack Forces,” usually abbreviated in Japanese as the “Tokko.” Kamikaze fighters have entered popular consciousness, but Japan developed a wide variety of suicide weapons. One of these was the Kaiten, a torpedo coffin guided and detonated by human pilots. The book features two interviews with surviving Kaiten pilots, and, though the way they tell their stories is quite different, neither seems to have been able to move on from his experiences.

One was a volunteer driven by fanaticism. He describes his fear that he might not be chosen to kill himself for his country:


I was afraid that if I only wrote double circles I might not be chosen, even though I had one of the very best records in our squad and was very strong in judo. Underneath my circles I added, “Without reservation, I request that you select me. Yokota Kan.” I wrote it in big letters and handed it in.

I was picked first.



Unnervingly, Yokota looks back on his time with nostalgia, commenting on the glory and pride he felt as a Kaiten pilot, and the brotherhood he experienced in his unit. He speaks of his experiences in a childlike way, and one gets the sense that he, all these years later, remains the 18 year old boy that volunteered to give his life for his country.

The other, conscripted into the Tokko as a college student, looks back with much more understandable revulsion, and a deep sense of betrayal.

But both men glamorize the Kaiten pilots, associating them with a “bushido spirit.” And both are unwilling to accept the statistics that show the tragic ineffectiveness of the weapon (only one ship was ever sunk by a Kaiten). In order to make sense of it, they must believe it was a noble act, a sacrifice with meaning, instead of a strategy that resulted in the waste and destruction of dozens of young lives.

That destruction radiated out into the lives of those who were close to Tokko members. A woman who married a Kamikaze pilot the day before his deployment speaks of how he haunted her dreams for years after. A Kaiten pilot's sister replays the last day she spent with him over and over, reluctant and ashamed she could not somehow do more with him before his death. These emotions in these stories will be familiar to someone who has lost a loved one to suicide, but they are complicated and exacerbated by the fact that these young men did not want to die, and contemporary propaganda that glorified them as the ultimate expression of Japanese patriotism.

Though the Tokko was the most formal expression of this national insanity, it expressed itself all over the country. Multiple individuals describe refugee women being ordered to murder their crying babies so invading forces would not hear them. A schoolgirl recounts her joy at being pressed into service as an emergency nurse during the invasion of Okinawa, then her and her classmates being given hand grenades and told to sacrifice themselves to kill American soldiers overrunning their position. Many did.

Most chilling are the stories of Okinawan villagers who were encouraged to commit group suicide in the face of the American invasion. Their stories contain scenes of a type I had previously encountered only in lurid horror fiction:


One of the village leaders, a middle aged man, snapped off a sapling… Once he had that stick in his hands, he turned into a madman. Striking his wife and children over and over again, bludgeoning them to death. That was the beginning of the tragedy I saw.

As if a chain reaction, it spread from one family to the next. We all must die that way. Everyone seemed to think so. People began to raise their hands against their loved ones. I had just turned sixteen…

The first one we laid hands on was Mother. Those who had blades, or scythes, cut their wrists or severed arteries in their necks. But we didn’t do it that way. We might have used a string. When we raised our hands against the mother who bore us, we wailed in our grief. I remember that. In the end we must have used stones. To the head. We took care of Mother that way. Then my brother and I turned against our younger brother and younger sister. Hell engulfed us there.



6.

There is no indication that these acts weakened national commitment to the war. Indeed, they may have deepened it, as each act of self-sacrifice buttressed the national delusion that Japan could repel the invading Americans with ferocity and force of will. One survivor describes the construction of elaborate tunnel systems designed to house the emperor and military command, and a disturbing image of a horrible alternate history comes to mind: Japan in ruins, leveled by American bombers, full of starving women and children who rush landing soldiers with sharpened sticks (as they had trained to do) and being gunned down by horrified young men who would remember their faces for the rest of their lives.

Compared to this possibility, the stories of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are almost a relief. Though still full of death and tragedy, the accounts of Hiroshima survivors largely convey a sense of shock and confusion–an inability to comprehend the magnitude and totality of the devastation. Conventional military force and firebombings could be fought against; if one citizen in 10 could kill an American soldier in a suicide charge, if enough buildings could be demolished to make firebreaks, then victory was imaginable, even if it was practically impossible. But there could be no counter to a bomb that vaporized cities in an instant.

Though devastating, the atomic bomb seems to have shocked citizens and leadership out of the national death spiral, and brought the country to accept defeat. When the Emperor’s edict announcing Japan’s surrender was announced, some of the most fanatical had to be convinced to lay down their arms, but the dominant sensibility was one of relief. Finally, it was all over.

7.

The book is magnificent. Many of the individual stories hold more pathos and significance than entire novels, and they are deftly melded with the historical context. There are many, many more stories than I have included in this already overlong summary, and almost all are incredibly gripping reads.

The richness of the book presents a great deal of material to analyze, but there are two points I’d like to make before I conclude: One on America, and one on the book's illustration of morality in times of great duress.

As an American, I was perhaps egotistically surprised by the rarity of American appearances in the book, and happy that, when they did appear, they were overwhelmingly positive. Much is made of American material wealth. Several Japanese describe instantly believing the war was unwinnable after seeing standard American army rations, which included luxuries like butter and cigarettes–amazing to someone who has been surviving on two sweet potatoes a day.

Additionally, those captured by Americans describe being treated with generosity and respect, which shocks Japanese accustomed to brutal treatment of captives, and provides the reader with a sort of mental balm: a reminder that war need not be fought without losing one’s humanity entirely.

These few appearances imply a reality consistent with the “Greatest Generation” myth about the American fighting man: that of a citizen soldier who approaches his task with determination, but does not compromise the ideals he is fighting for. The lack of detailed descriptions of Americans in the book means that such an implication cannot really be robustly supported by the text, but reading Japanese accounts of their country at war made me realize that there does seem to be something commendable about how the United States conducted itself during the war.

America is not blameless. Mutilation of Japanese corpses and trophy taking were common in the Pacific theater; American forces raped many women in occupied territories; and execution of captured POWs, especially in the field, was not nonexistent.

Still, with the exception of “strategic bombing” campaigns, American atrocities were not institutionalized in the same way they were in Axis or Soviet nations. America did not stage mass executions or massacres in captured territories, and America did not conduct the same sort of inhuman experimentation that the Nazis and Japanese did.[3] American POWs survived at rates 4 to 50 times better than POWs captured by other nations did, and, unlike the USSR, America did not conduct postwar retributive campaigns in captured territories.

It is perhaps tempting to claim that this is a result of America’s limited involvement–perhaps material wealth and a war fought far away from home insulated it from being “forced” into taking such actions. This may be, but the similar lack of depravity from American soldiers in the Korean War a decade later under severely deficient material conditions, implies that really was something particular about American culture at the time that prevented such excess[4], though I am not informed enough about the historical context to feel comfortable speculating on it.

8.

Perhaps what is most interesting to me about the book is that it is a collection of stories from a wide variety of people coping with stress, cultural pressure, and deprivation. I’ve spent enough time talking about the worst aspects of humanity on display in the stories, so I’d like to close by noting that the vast majority of individuals in the book come across as fundamentally decent people trying to make their way through a difficult situation. Their focus, especially during the war years, was on close friends and family, and trying to live lives that honored the values of the time.

That latter bit is important, and illustrates the power of broad societal narratives about what is just and moral. In Japan at this time, the cultural narratives of honor, self sacrifice, and “Yamato spirit” inspired the country. People describe not wanting to dishonor themselves or their families by acting cravenly, and being motivated to extraordinary acts to pull themselves and their country through the trials they were experiencing.

Critically, this seemed to be a largely organic process. Though propaganda and press censorship was pervasive, and the Japanese secret police pressured people to act and think “correctly,” much of the culture was formed by self-censorship and social pressure exerted by neighbors or family members. This meant it was genuine, as well. When reflecting upon an especially strange or objectionable former belief, the most common refrain offered by interviewees is something along the lines of: “It seems crazy, but that’s really how we thought back then.” People mostly accepted the values society presented, and made efforts to live their lives accordingly.

This, to me, speaks to the importance of national morals that motivate people to act in ways that benefit themselves and others. I worry that popular, just narratives that have served or could serve as frameworks for American culture have become co-opted by one side or the other of the exhausting, fruitless culture wars, causing more and more Americans to retreat from ideals entirely, unwilling to be drawn into yet another contentious debate, and weakening our ability to push ourselves to new heights.

The answer, perhaps, may lie in some new set of values, or new presentations of old ones that are simple and uncontroversial enough to cut across social divisions, and serve as a foundation upon which more complex growth can, someday, occur.

But the end of a five thousand word book review is not the place to begin proposing ideals around which to restructure America, so I’ll simply close with this: books like Japan at War: An Oral History provide the reader with the sort of raw material that such ideals could be constructed from. It is four hundred and sixty pages of humanity: heartbreaking, exhilarating, tedious, confusing, noble, amusing and flawed, but always recognizable, and, like your coworker, neighbor, or distant relative, worth taking the time to consider, empathize with, and understand.




Notes


[1]

In an aside with surprising contemporary resonance, the doctor mentions that brain tissue was extracted from prisoners and sent to a Japanese pharmaceutical company that was making “adrenocortical hormones”



[2]

It’s worth noting that these accounts may not be entirely accurate. Both men were captured by the Chinese after the war, and imprisoned for over a decade. Part of the conditions of their release included recounting the war crimes they had participated in, and they had to rewrite their accounts until the Chinese found them satisfactory. Though the historical record supports the broad strokes of their stories, some details seem suspicious. The doctor describes the Chinese prisoners he tortured as invariably dignfied and heroic, and mentions that he has “remembered” many horrific acts that his fellows from that time do not. To me, this implies that at least some of his memories are fabrications coached in by Chinese interrogators. That said, there is a phenomenon where people who participated in torture or similarly horrific acts block out their memories of those events as a way to deal with the guilt, so the issue is ambiguous.



[3]

The worst contemporary example that comes to mind is the Tuskegee syphilis experiment, in which ~400 poor black men with syphilis were left untreated so researchers could study the disease’s effects. Though undeniably immoral, this is one of the worst examples of human experimentation carried out by American doctors, and it was comparatively small in scale, and did not involve intentional infection of subjects.



[4]

The disgusting decision to relocate or imprison tens of thousands of Japanese Americans during the war is perhaps the best argument against this idea of American moral superiority. At the risk of minimizing this crime in the same way I have criticized Japanese survivors for, I will simply say that, given the choice, I would much prefer to be a Japanese person in America in the 1940s than an American in Japan in the 1940s.






Kora In Hell

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked.]


The sense that everything is poetical is a

thing solid and absolute; it is not a mere matter

of phraseology or persuasion.



— G.K. Chesterton

I.

William Carlos Williams attributes the title to his friend/rival Ezra Pound, mythological references’ number one fanboy. Kora is a parallel figure to Persephone or Proserpina, the Spring captured and taken to Hades by Hades himself. Persephone as a plant goddess and her mother Demeter were the central figures of the Eleusinian Mysteries, which promised the initiated a groovy afterlife glimpsed at by psychedelic shrooms. And Kora means maiden. Ancient Greeks called her that either because she was like Voldemort, and you were apotropaically not supposed to say her true name because this is a Mystery Cult, damn it. Keeps some of the mystery. Or because she in a way represents all of the maidens, everywhere. So, in that sense, Kora in Hell alludes to the multitude of suffering young women Williams met while working as a doctor, assisting in 1917 style home labors, and, because WWI was going on at the time and doctors were extremely scarce, as a local police surgeon. Conditions were dire:


“When they came to question the girl before the local judge it was discovered that there were seventeen men more or less involved so that there was nothing to do but to declare the child a common bastard and send the girl about her business. Her mother took her in and after the brat died of pneumonia a year later she called in the police one day. An officer opened the bedroom door. The girl was in bed with an eighteenth fellow, a young roaming loafer with a silly grin to his face. They forced a marriage which relieved the mother of her burden. The girl was weak minded so that it was only with the greatest difficulty that she could cover her moves, in fact she never could do so with success.” 



In another interpretation of the title, the author sees himself as the Spring and he feels like he is being captured and taken to Hades. Although he also says he didn’t get very far, only to New York on weekends to drink with his artist buddies.

Besides his friendship/rivalry with Pound, there’s also one of those with T.S. Eliot. Eliot’s gimmick is knowing everything, being very cultured, very erudite, speaking every language, mastering and combining and quoting every poetic form under the sun. And while Pound took himself very seriously and Eliot was somewhat more lighthearted, both represent Western Tradition incarnate in mortal bodies, cultural classicists who felt everything was obviously better in ages past, and their hope for Modernity was to preserve that tradition, reprising old forms but, in Pound’s slogan, “Making Them New” so as to keep them alive and fresh and fascist. WCW is in the antipodes of all that. He looks ahead. When seemingly every single one of his friends expatriated to the Old World, to Paris or London in order to build their audiences there, he stayed in Rutherford, New Jersey, where he lived during most of his life. In America, he felt, everything was yet to be made, and Eliot, in his project of first somehow turning British and then knowing and preserving everything ancient in poetic jars of quotation, was robbing other American poets blind, contemporaries and even those yet to emerge in the future.

So yet another interpretation of the title is that WCW is not the Spring taken to Hades. WCW is Demeter, Persephone’s mom, who is desperately moving Heaven and Earth to get her daughter, the American poets of the future, back from the greedy claws of the God of the Underworld, personified in this allegory by the author of Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats.

II.

As its name implies, the Improvisations is not a meticulously planned book. It’s not a high concept type of thing where you literally move the Eleusinian Myth to New Jersey. William Carlos Williams simply went to work in the morning and when he returned home at night, no matter how late it was, before going to bed, he wrote something, anything, and at the end of the year he had a pile of texts in front of him which were now the rough precursor of a book. Those texts were loosely based on what had happened to him throughout that day, or on something he had seen or thought about. Williams wrote the book during 1917, when he was around 34 years old. That’s the age Dante had when he began the Divine Comedy:


“Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita

mi ritrovai per una selva oscura

ché la diritta via era smarrita.”



Middle life, dark jungle, lost the way. Or, as WCW puts it:


“In middle life the mind passes to a variegated October. This is the time youth in its faulty aspirations has set for achievement of great summits. But having attained the mountain top one is not snatched into a cloud but the descent proffers its blandishments quite as a matter of course. At this the fellow is cast into a great confusion and rather plaintively looks about to see if any has fared better than he.”



This is the early Midlife Crisis of a doctor in Rutherford, New Jersey. According to the doctor himself, some entries were basically gibberish and were discarded at the time of publication. Only 81 from presumably 365 days survived. Each one had a particular meaning, but Ezra Pound urged his friend to “give some hint by which the reader of good will might come at the poet’s intention”, so WCW added a commentary. In his own words: “Notes of explanation often more dense than the first writing. Explain further what I intended would be tautological.”

They’re stuff like “It has always been the fashion to talk about the moon” or “The poet transforms himself into a satyr and goes in pursuit of a white skinned dryad. The gaiety of his mood full of lustihood, even so, turns back with a mocking jibe.“

What they very clearly state is that in middle life, WCW is very horny all the time. He drives around town and countryside, watches people, gets horny, then even hornier, talks to people, has a great ear for their voices, a great medical eye for little details, knows the names of all the flowers and which ones can be used in abortions (pennyroyal), then gets home and writes. The style is part aphoristic and part like the highbrow version of passive-aggressive Tweets, where you know the people you’re talking about might be reading and you want plausible deniability. Both the town and the artist circles WCW moved among were small communities, where everyone knew everyone else and probably could infer the specific person you were talking about when you said, for example:


“The empty form drops from a cloud, like a gourd from a vine; into it the poet packs his phallus-like argument.”



Or when you’re fashion policing everyone to death:


“Who can speak of justice when young men wear round hats and carry bundles wrapped in paper” 




“It is no part of the eternal truth to wear white canvas shoes and a pink coat.” 



Williams also comments on his chosen profession:


“Pathology literally speaking is a flower garden. Syphilis covers the body with salmon-red petals. The study of medicine is an inverted sort of horticulture. Over and above all this floats the philosophy of disease which is a stern dance. One of its most delightful gestures is bringing flowers to the sick.”



Shares Don’t-speak-to-me-until-I’ve-had-my-coffee type of memes:


“Many a morning, were’t not for a cup of coffee, a man would be lonesome enough no matter how his child gambols.”



And has opinions about the concept of Surplus Value:


“A lattice screen say fifty feet long by seven high, such a thing as is built to cut off some certain part of a yard from public view, is surprisingly expensive to put up” “Carry clapping bundles of lath-strips, adjust, dig, saw on a diagonal, hammer a thousand ends fast and discover afterward the lattice-arbor top’s clean lines in a dust of dew (...) It is a wonder the artisan cannot afford more than the luxury of these calculations”



The general idea is that “A poem can be made of anything”. This is simply because any discreet word possesses many possible meanings. First, the immediate, direct, as in the word Apple means a type of fruit to anyone who speaks English. And then the internal, indirect: Apple means Sin or Temptation or New York or the color Red or the color Green or a Record Company or a Tech Company or all of that at the same time and more depending on the specific conjunction of reader and writer, and that internal meaning is, according to Wassily Kandinsky, “the pure matter of poetry and literature, the material which these arts alone can manipulate and through which they speak to the spirit”

Kora In Hell follows a Romantic program in the sense that when one reads WCW one feels that what he is talking about has happened to him. That this is something personal. When he says:


“A man watches his wife clean house. He is filled with knowledge by his wife’s exertions. This is uncomprehensible to her. Knowing she will never understand his excitement he consoles himself with the thought of art.”



He is talking about his house, himself and his wife, and also knows that she will probably read the book at some point. This is different from what happens with classical works of art. They have something alien in them. We don't really know if “that” has happened to Eliot or Pound, because they're outside and above the poem. Instead with Williams we are sure that when he talks about a white skinned dryad, that dryad really crossed paths with him. There is closeness between the artist and the work. So, in a sense, WCW and the way in which he wrote ARE the text.

III.

Improvisation is not random crap in a random order. Pizza banana turtle thirty nine ninja Carlos ninjams. Random crap is the Surrealist’s program. They were looking for ways for the unconscious to express itself unmediated by reason, such as hypnosis, drugs, dream mining or automatic writing, and the problem turned out to be that the unconscious is generally lazy or insane. Frida Kahlo met a bunch of them when she went to Paris and claimed:


“They talk endlessly about 'culture', 'art', 'revolution' etc. They think they are the gods of the world, they dream of the most fantastic nonsense and poison the air with theories and more theories that never come true. The next morning, they have nothing to eat at home, because none of them work.”



And the Surrealists answered pizza banana turtle thirty nine ninja Carlos ninjams. Checkmate, Frida.

Now, good improvisation is very rigorous. There is a method to the madness. A Jazz musician improvises, but within a few scales. That’s how a whole band can improvise in tandem. When someone improvises too much, that is, they are creating the rules as they go along or, worse still, decide that there are no rules, then it is not improvisation but delirium. Improvisation is establishing which rules I am going to follow and then, without taking time to plan, coordinate or strategize, all of the sudden, I do something artistic: writing, painting, music, etc. If I decide to play the piano and just bash a random key, that's not improvisation. That's, well, nothing. And what amazes the public about the improviser is how they create difficulties for themselves and then overcome them. When we see a good improviser in action, when we see them arting at such speed, we marvel like we’re seeing a wizard arriving precisely when he means to.

Improvisation is the Zen way to do the thing. If a Zen Master asks you a question, you can’t stop and ponder it because then he starts beating you with his stick. You must Improvise. This is also the way martial artists are supposed to fight. My source is, of course, Jackie Chan movies. He doesn’t do the Robert Downey Jr. 's Sherlock Holmes thing where he freezes time to calculate in detail where every punch will land and how the opponent will react. He just goes. But before going he trained every day and repeated each move many many times until it became ingrained in his muscles. Williams:

 “That which is known has value only by virtue of the dark. This cannot be otherwise. A thing known passes out of the mind into the muscles, the will is quit of it, save only when set into vibration by the forces of darkness opposed to it.”

To improvise you reIy on intuition, the part of your brain which thinks so fast it’s not really thinking. If you speak Spanish every day and I say “La sombrero ser mucho grande” you know that’s wrong before you can explain exactly everything that’s wrong with that sentence. If you don’t speak Spanish, you may know that’s wrong even though you don’t speak Spanish just by virtue of having watched a buch of American movies where they show a dumb American saying stuff like that to show he’s a dumb American. There are many paths to knowledge, that’s what I’m trying to say, and as Jackie Chan knows very well, intuition has to be trained. If you don’t, you may still try to intuit your way out of problems, but your intuition will probably be wrong more often than not and you’ll get demolished.

In the same way, imagination has to be trained. For Benedetto Croce, aesthetics is the science of expression. A strong artist relates to their environment like a prism with light. They take lame, generic white light and produce a rainbow. They take experience and turn it into symbols, which in the case of a poet would be discreet sounds, and words. “A frail imagination, unequal to the tasks before it, is easily led astray”. If you think in an endless stream of cliches, you will improvise an endless stream of cliches. If you’re the Hindu god Brahma, you’ll improvise the Universe like you’re dancing.

And while dancing as creation is an important metaphor for Williams, that’s not the end of the story. We are not actually seeing WCW improvising on the fly. He takes his method from Kandinsky and the method is “Never go Full Unconscious”. For Kandinsky, improvisation is a way through which an artist reaches a higher form, which is composition. You use your improvisation as material for your final work. That’s why only 81 entries survive in Kora In Hell from the original 365. Williams cut all the nonsense out so you don’t have to suffer it like Frida suffered the surrealist’s air poisoning. Composition is then an act of love and care towards the reader, and is what classicists and romantics share in their method. 

IV.

That 81 number is not random. It’s the 3-based form Williams was following.There are three sections: the introduction, the improvisations and the commentaries, roughly equal in length. There are twenty seven parts with three improvisations each. Threes everywhere. All the triads come, of course, from Kandinsky, whose method also has three parts: The preparation, the improvisation and the composition. 

Kandinsky also had a theory of color, in which he claimed colors have physical and psychical effects and are also part of a system of correspondences. White is birth, black is death, green is nature, yellow is happiness, blue is peace and so on. Literary critics will sometimes talk about a text by mapping such correspondences, because the craft is descended from the hermeneutics of Holy Books, where correct interpretation could turn out to be the key to salvation or enlightenment or knowledge of divine will, and this often scares people away from reading primary sources. For example, every chapter in James Joyce’s Ulysses references an event in the Odyssey, sure, but how the hell are you supposed to figure out on your own that each one is dominated by a particular color and a particular part of the body and so on if an expert doesn’t tell you that. Well, it turns out it’s not that important. It’s just something Joyce did to encourage himself to continue writing his Holy Book dedicated to the God of Art. You can extract meaning from his fried inner organs of beasts and fowls, but that’s because you can extract meaning from anywhere. What Joyce really wanted was an excuse to show off his verbal powers. It’s hard and complicated on purpose, like getting into a fight with ten people to justify that you’ve been doing martial arts every day for decades.

Even if you don’t know that red is supposed to make you angry or that everything in the world is secretly the number three or what’s up with all the circles and rings, you can still enjoy Kora In Hell. Williams is usually thought of as a visual poet, in the sense that he uses a lot of visual metaphors and really really likes to talk about painting, paintings and painters like Kandinsky. But as he jumps from metaphor to metaphor I personally found the best way to understand what he is saying is to follow logically the way words unravel themselves in space. That is a visual metaphor for, in Marshall McLuhan’s terms, a rational, continuous and uniform way of reading a text which is in itself not rational, but discontinuous and fragmentary. “Many matters are touched but not held by the speed of emotions thrashing, more often broken by the contact, and by the brokenness of his composition the poet makes himself master of a certain weapon which he could possess himself of in no other way”. Like Cortazar's Hopscotch, Kora in Hell lets you alter the order in which you read it. Williams: “There’s more sense in a sentence heard backwards than forwards most times.” If you prefer, again in McLuhan's terms, the participatory, incomplete, mosaic images, you should definitely start with the improvisations, and maybe even skip the commentary altogether. Ezra Pound said “It is not necessary to read everything in a book in order to speak intelligently of it. Don’t tell everybody I said so.” But if you like rationality, and if you’re reading this you probably do, then you can start with the commentary and use it as a frame of reference. Just keep in mind the WCW dictum: “Poetry makes logic a butterfly.”




Leisure: the Basis of Culture by Josef Pieper

The problem with good and succinct philosophers is that they say too much, in too few words, all of which demand extensive unpacking. Josef Pieper is one such philosopher and I am not sure how to do justice to the 150-page omnibus I am about to review. Leisure: The Basis of Culture is a short book by modern standards. Published in 1948, it consists of two essays, “Leisure and Worship” and “The Philosophical Act”. In this review, Section I and II roughly talk about each of the two essays, while section III explores Pieper’s reliance on religion and theology as pre-conditions for both doing philosophy and being at leisure. My review does the book little justice, in part because I am left with the distinct feeling that Pieper would like his book contemplated not discussed (more on that later) and in part, because I have had to skip more of his musing than I would like.

I.

Now and then I get the sense that we are working too much. Over the last few years my inbox has been flooded by articles about work-life balance, the great resignation, the terrible working hours kept by most workers, and the need for structured sabbaticals. My email has also been flooded by productivity hacks, self-optimization tips, time-management apps, and meditation apps—all of which are things that we are expected to 'work on.' I get reminded of Keynes’ prophecy that, due to economic growth, we’ll only be working 15 hour work-weeks. And then I wonder,  if something went  very very wrong along the way.

Josef Pieper, calls this the proletarianization. Unlike the sociologist, he doesn’t talk about the proletariat as a capital-less person who is on the bottom of the food chain and forced to sell his labor for sustenance and livelihood. Rather, he talks about it as


	An intensive and consuming engagement with and confinement to the ‘everyday world of work’,

	in which the worker-type becomes the general human ideal and the worker figure foregrounds  itself as essential to what it means to be human and what it means to be good.



The proletarian is one who is “bound to the working-process”, regardless of whether or not she owns property. The proletarian is one “whose life is fully satisfied by the working-process itself because this space has been shrunken from within, and because meaningful action that is not work is no longer possible or even imaginable”. Pieper’s objection is thus metaphysical: to the idea that work is “the intrinsically meaningful realization of human existence”.

If Pieper is right and work has become a primary source of meaning and good, we should be compelled to do a lot of it regardless of how rich we are. However, reality suggests that’s not quite true.

Workers in richer countries work less than workers in poorer countries. Ergo, capital matters.
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South-East Asian ‘tiger economies’ (Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea and Taiwan), which underwent rapid economic growth through the 1960s to the present, stand out as outliers. But even then, with the exception of Singapore, they saw a decline of work hours in the face of economic growth.
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This holds true for the other countries on the upper side of the trend (The United States, Myanmar, Ireland, Malaysia), except for China.
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Finally, this relationship between GDP / GDP growth and working hours also means that, on average, the higher your productivity (in dollar terms), the less you work.
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According to Pieper, the proletarian works for the sake of work, regardless of capital. The above suggests otherwise. We’re getting to that 15 hour work week, just slower than Keynes expected. And, when we can afford it, we work less.

However, I am not ready to dismiss Pieper just yet. After all, many factors may have contributed to lower working hours. For example, women entering the workforce would bring down the average since they typically work fewer hours. Countries with higher GDPs could have better and better enforced labor laws. Moreover, professional working hours don’t encapsulate the totality of work. For instance, the above doesn’t include domestic work or unpaid labor such as reproductive labor. In fact, for Pieper, work is a lot more than hours spent on economic activity or a job. ‘Work’ is best captured in Pieper’s explanation of the ‘work-a-day world’:


“The work-a-day world is the world of the working day, the world of usefulness, of purposeful action, of accomplishment, of the exercising of functions; it is the world of supply and demand, the world of hunger and the satisfaction of hunger. It is a world dominated by one goal: the realization of the "common utility"; it is the world of work, to the extent that work is synonymous with "useful activity" (a characteristic both of activity and effort). The process of working is the process of realizing the "common utility".”



Secondly, proletarianization has less to do with the amount we work and more to do with the importance of work in our lives. Work is (1) activity, (2) characterized by effort and (3) driven by common utility, and when we derive our meaning from work, we subordinate ourselves to the pursuit of this common utility in all aspects of our life. A proletarian “is inclined to see and embrace an ideal of a fulfilled life in the total "use" made of his "services””. If that doesn’t sound like you, a proletarian is inclined to see and embrace an ideal of a fulfilled life in having done something, somewhere, that has an impact. By extension, for the proletarian, work and its characteristics—activity, effort, common utility—are moral imperatives. They are ‘good’. Proletarianization is the dominance of this, for the lack of a better word, world-view.

What the proletarian does not acknowledge is that work is not exhaustive of human existence nor of what is ‘good’. What the proletarian does not know is leisure.

What is leisure? In modern parlance, leisure is the absence of work. Colloquially, to be at leisure is to not be working. Leisure is also often a means to work: a ‘break’, a stepping stone to more work or even a change in pace or respite meant to help you work better. However, leisure was not always understood as the absence of work, nor taken as a break taken for the sake of returning to work refreshed. Sometime in 300-350 BC Aristotle said “we work in order to be at leisure”. Aristotle’s statement literally translates into “We are not-at-leisure in order to be-at-leisure”, making leisure the positive and work the negation of it.

Pieper tries to recover the ‘original’ meaning of leisure. Leisure is not the absence of work. It is in fact the opposite of work. Where work is activity, leisure is non-activity. Where work is effortful, leisure is effortless. Where work serves a social function, leisure is subordinate to no purpose.


“Against the exclusiveness of the paradigm of work as activity, first of all, there is leisure as "non-activity"— an inner absence of preoccupation, a calm, an ability to let things go, to be quiet.

Second, against the exclusiveness of the paradigm of work as effort, leisure is the condition of considering things in a celebrating spirit… [made possible when one] is in agreement with the world and its meaning….leisure lives on affirmation…

In the third place, leisure stands opposed to the exclusiveness of the paradigm of work as social function… Leisure is not there for the sake of work, no matter how much new strength the one who resumes working may gain from it; leisure in our sense is not justified by providing bodily renewal or even mental refreshment to lend new vigor to further work - although it does indeed bring such things!



Secondly, like work, leisure is good. Because it stands in contrast to idleness or acedia. While idleness in the negative is understood as a lack of economic ambition, the meaning of acedia is more theological. Acedia can be understood as existential despair, a disagreement with oneself, “a sin against the Sabbath, against "The soul's resting in God””. Work on the other hand doesn’t necessarily have to be good. It can take on the additional character of idleness/acedia despite being a pursuit of common utility.

To summarize, this is sort of what Pieper is saying (the diagram is mine):
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II.

Pieper’s prime example of this proletarianization, this movement away from leisure and towards work, is the modern characterization of ‘intellectual enterprise’. According to Pieper, intellectual enterprise was previously considered a paradise of sorts but is now considered a domain of work. While, the very words for education and learning (the Latin scola, German schule, and English school) originate from the Greek word for leisure, Kant decried Romantic ideas of philosophy as involving ‘vision’ or ‘intuition’ and saw philosophy as a product of reasoning and ‘herculean labor’.  And this transformation of the ‘intellectual’ into the ‘intellectual worker’ has certain assumptions built into it, the implications of which are far-reaching.

The transformation of the intellectual to the intellectual worker belies a “certain interpretation of the human knowing process”. If knowledge is entirely a product of work then there is no receptive element to it. However, according to Pieper this too is a fairly modern philosophical stance. Pieper questions:


“What happens when our eye sees a rose? What do we do when that happens? Our mind does something, to be sure, in the mere fact of taking in the object, grasping its color, its shape, and so on. We have to be awake and active. But all the same, it is a "relaxed" looking, so long as we are merely looking at it and not observing or studying it, counting or measuring its various features. Such observation would not be a "relaxed" action: it would be what Ernst J�unger termed an "act of aggression." But simply looking at something, gazing at it, "taking it in," is merely to open our eyes to receive the things that present themselves to us, that come to us without any need for "effort" on our part to "possess" them.

There would scarcely be any dispute about this, if we were speaking about an act of sense perception.

But what about an act of knowing? When a human being considers something imperceptible to the senses, is there then such a thing as mere "looking"? Or, to use the scholastic technical terminology, is there such a thing as "intellectual vision"?

The ancient and medieval philosophers answered, "Yes." Modern philosophers have tended to say, "No."”



For Kant, the process of human knowing is only discursive: “the understanding cannot look upon anything”. For Pieper, there is necessarily a receptive element to human knowing: “there is something else in it, and something essential to it, that is not work.” He distinguishes between the two as ratio and intellectus, where ratio is discursive thought, while intellectus is the intellectual equivalent to the act of sense perception. Intellectus is merely looking, the taking in of the immaterial. For Pieper, something about knowledge (certain kinds of knowledge, more specifically philosophy) is like poetry. It comes to you.

This example is a cornerstone of Pieper’s book because, when Pieper says knowledge, he means certain kinds of knowledge, more specifically philosophy. For Pieper, both leisure and intellectus are pre-conditions for doing philosophy and his understanding of philosophy can be more or less derived from them. Philosophy, unlike the ‘special sciences’ , is a liberal art, subordinate to no purpose. In fact it is the most liberal of the arts. The special sciences are on the other side of the spectrum — they are servile arts. Pieper explains: it doesn’t make sense to ask the philosopher to do something the way you could ask a physicist, since as soon as the philosopher is asked to do something towards a specific end (e.g. changing people’s mind on a certain issue), he is reduced to a propagandist who is no more doing philosophy.

Hence, Pieper’s entire argument so far is a set up to defend his profession (though he would hate the use of that term). It is to defend philosophy, or more specifically ‘genuine philosophy’. If he is trying to recover the ‘original’ meaning of leisure in the first essay, he is trying to recover the ‘original’ meaning of philosophy in the second essay.

By original Pieper means anything said by, to my count, four philosophers — Aristotle, Plato, Augustine, and Aquinas (and any etymologies rooted in Ancient Greek). And he largely argues against modern philosophers which include first and foremostly Kant, for whom knowledge is entirely discursive and a result of activity and effort and whose moral doctrine rests on it. But it also includes Descartes, who in Discourse on Method called to replace ‘theoretical philosophy’ with ‘practical philosophy’ and Hegel, who said that  "Philosophy must begin with confusion, and depends on maintaining it; one must doubt everything, give up all one's preconceptions, in order to regain it all again through the creation of a concept.", that philosophy should be not oriented to the ‘love of knowing’ but ‘real knowing’. Hegel’s words serve as a great foil for Piepers characterization of Philosophy, in which philosophy is the love of knowing and an orientation towards the wonderful. It is an orientation towards wonder. And not only is philosophy impractical or insubordinate to purpose, its object (the world and its astounding complexities) is unattainable.

Now things start to get murky. You may have noticed that all four philosophers Pieper extensively quotes and favors are theists. And that the above arguments are beginning to sound like a reason vs faith argument. When I say Pieper’s entire argument is set up to defend his profession, I also mean to defend his other profession – for Pieper also daylights as a priest. And, in some ways, that’s what Pieper’s book arguments become. The arguments lead up to the idea that both philosophy and leisure rest on theology. But Pieper provides no extensive reasoning on these accounts.

Here Pieper begins by explaining that, if philosophy depends on leisure, leisure is found in festival. Festivals are prime examples of something that lies outside the work-a-day world: “It could be said that the heart of leisure consists in "festival." In festival, or celebration, all three conceptual elements come together as one: the relaxation, the effortlessness, the ascendancy of "being at leisure" [doing leisure, scholen agein] over mere "function."

After which, the title of his essay (“Leisure and Worship”) starts making sense: “But if celebration and festival are the heart of leisure, then leisure would derive its innermost possibility and justification from the very source whence festival and celebration derive theirs. And this is worship.” Moreover, “there is no worship without the gods”.

Pieper distinguished between artificial festival and genuine festival which he also calls cultic festival (where cult = religious worship). There is a qualitative difference between the holiday or secular festivals like ‘Labor Day’ and cultic festivals:


“There is no worship "without the gods," whether it be mardi gras or a wedding. This is not intended to be a prescription; rather, it is necessarily so. The statement is made with certainty: a festival that does not get its life from worship, even though the connection in human consciousness be ever so small, is not to be found. To be sure, since the French Revolution, people have tried over and over to create artificial festivals without any connection with religious worship, or even against such worship, such as the "Brutus Festival" or "Labor Day," but they all demonstrate, through the forced and narrow character of their festivity, what religious worship provides to a festival; scarcely nothing could be experienced more clearly than that genuine festivity is only to be seen where there is still some living relationship with religious "cult." Clearer than the light of day is the difference between the living, rooted trees of genuine, cultic festival and our artificial festivals that resemble those "maypoles," cut at the roots, and carted here and there, to be planted for some de nite purpose. Of course, we may have to prepare ourselves for the possibility that we are only at the dawn of an age of artificial festivals. Were we [in Germany] prepared for the possibility that the official forces, and especially the bearers of political power, would artificially create the appearance of the festive with so huge an expense in external arrangements? And that this seductive, scarcely detectable appearance of artificial "holidays'' would be so totally lacking in the essential quality, that true and ultimate harmony with the world?”



And, after this, he makes the statement that explains the title of his book: “Culture Lives on Worship”.

III.

There are three questions here I am interested in. Firstly, is there a qualitative difference between religious and non-religious festival? I am generally inclined to believe Pieper when he says that religion and non-religious festivals are qualitatively different. This may be (a) because I am from India and we have a lot—and I mean a lot—of religious festivals and I believe I have experienced this qualitative difference. (b) Because I studied anthropology in college and anthropology makes all kinds of distinctions between festivals (e.g religious vs national festivals. I am sure there is some literature out there on the difference between religious and secular festivals). The qualitative difference is hard to explain and the closest I can come to it is by saying that religious festival or festivals in the religious tradition tend to have more layers or complexity (please don’t pick up arms just yet). And a good example of of this I can think of in popular culture is Stark Trek vs Dune (the book, I haven’t seen the movie). In my estimation, Star Trek is like modern architecture—a little too clean. And by this I mean it just has fewer elements. Fewer elements further apart, that seem to interact with each other less. Meanwhile, Dune is extremely complex. I’m not sure how Frank Herbert did the kind of world-building he did, but he does seem to have built a world that reflects the complexity of our world, the real world. It has many elements so densely packed together that they all interact with each other, creating phenomena that run outside the pages. (I a shall pause here, before I stop sounding like a ACT reader.)

But does this complexity or qualitative difference necessarily depend on a belief in god? Or are there other characteristics of religion that can explain it? I believe it depends on non-god religious elements. I can think of at least two. One, is history. Religion has a longer history than secularism which also seems to result in religious festivals being more complex. (My assumption here is that more time means more elements.). The second is legibility.  James C. Scott calls legibility the “central problem of statecraft”  and the process of legibility undertaken by the state as  one where “officials took exceptionally complex, illegible, and local social practices, such as land tenure customs or naming customs, and created a standard grid whereby it could be centrally recorded and monitored.” Ultimately, it is about reducing complexity so that something can be recorded, monitored, taxed, etc. We can apply the concept of legibility  here to understand that because in some ways secular traditions like science are about making things legible while religious traditions are oriented towards things that remain illegible. It may be a stretch, but secular festivals may simply reflect tendencies towards legibility while religious festivals reflect their tendencies towards illegibility.

The second question I am interested in is whether God is necessary for leisure. Pieper argues in this order — leisure, therefore festival, therefore god. Prima facie, if (a) the qualitative difference between religious festivals and non-religious festivals that make leisure possible holds in the absence of a belief in god (i.e. can be explained on other characteristics typical of religion) and (b) leisure depends on this qualitative difference, then (c) we don’t need god for leisure.  Of course, Pieper would cut through all this stuff by simply saying that leisure is a state of agreement with the world and self and that state can only be achieved when you have faith in something greater than human. I don’t know what to say to that. If I say, “Hey! That's not true. I feel in agreement with myself and the world while sitting by a stream, listening to the flow of water, etc.,” he’d say that sitting by the stream is being one with nature, something greater than human. If I say, “Hey! The psychological state of flow meets your criteria for leisure”, he’d say that that too is coming from something divine, that the intellectus in that state is a grace, a gift of god. And so forth.

Maybe the best argument against him would be that a belief in god can lead to work instead of leisure. And here, the best example is that of Max Weber. Early on in his book Pieper quotes Max Weber when fleshing out proletarianization: “we work in order to live, we live in order to work”. However, Weber is quoting from his book The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. His general idea is that protestantism is the root of the secular work ethic. Which begs the question, can’t the telos of work — common utility— also be religious and arise from the meaning of god? It’s really not cut and dry. And since leisure and culture are interlinked, neither is Pieper’s idea that culture lives on the worship of a god.

Finally, the third question I am interested in is regarding the book's first argument — that we are proletarianizing as a society. It's been more than half a century since Pieper published his book (it was published in 1948). And I can’t help but wonder—are we really proletarian? Are we inclined to see and embrace an ideal of a fulfilled life in the total "use" made of our "services”? Or in words that are less alienating, do we embrace an ideal of fulfilled life in having done something, somewhere, that has impact? I think we are smart enough to know when we’re fooling ourselves. We are smart enough to know that work (even in the more expansive way defined by Pieper, as opposed to a job) is not exhaustive of human existence. Whatever we believe about work, we only half believe. And here, I will leave you with something interesting I read recently regarding lore: “Lore is the story insiders tell themselves to manage their own psyches”. For many things lore isn’t very well managed or defined. Rather: “since it involves contemporary beliefs and behaviors, and exists in relatively similar forms around the developed world. Since it is so vast in scope and involves so many individuals and institutions, no one party has an ability to shape it decisively. So it exists and evolves in a relatively raw, unmanaged way”. The example in the blog post is about recycling behaviours, which covers “what posture do you adopt, what story do you tell yourself, and what do you actually do?”. With a little help, I’ve loosely adapted them to work behaviours.

Differing attitudes and perceptions about work:


	Textbook: Work is a series of tasks one is given to execute within a time frame. It’s a 9-5, unless your boss is an ass. You do it because everyone does it.

	Aspirational: Work is a space where one encounters new problems and new experiences which helps one to become better thinkers and better doers. You keep at it and your enthusiasm knows no bounds.

	Cynic: Work is a necessary evil. To bad UBI is not yet a thing and that even if it is, it will never be enough. Also, what else is there to do anyways?

	Pragmatism: Work is a microcosm of life, a series of burdensome and unavoidable obligations. You accept it as an experience of life.

	Hippie: Work is a place where you can find yourself?



This is what lore looks like. And it has within it


“an element of imaginative irony to all the postures. We are aware enough of uncertainties, ambiguities, and gaps in our knowledge that we are not entirely sure of ourselves, so there is some invention and kayfabe-like willed belief involved. A gap between felt and performed confidence.”





All said,  Leisure: The Basis of Culture is a a great book. It’s a great book because it asks hard questions. Questions we aren’t asking because we think they don’t have immediate utility. Questions we aren’t asking precisely because they are too hard to tackle and seem to go nowhere. Questions that are unsolvable (or only partially solvable). Questions which are the kind of questions philosophy, at least according to Pieper, is meant to ask. Recommended, if you have the patience.






Making Nature

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

The world of scientific publishing is organized as a hierarchy of status, much like the hierarchy of angels in the Abrahamic religions. At the bottom are the non-peer-reviewed blog posts and Twitter threads. Slightly above are the preprint servers like arXiv, and then big peer-reviewed journals like PLOS One. Above those are all the field-specific journals, some with higher reputation than others. And at the top, near the divine presence, are the CNS journals: Cell, Nature, and Science.

[image: ]

For an actual hierarchy of journals based on citation data, see this paper, which puts Nature and Science at the top. Might be worth mentioning that it comes from a journal in the Nature Publishing Group family.

Leaving aside Cell, a more specialized biology journal that seems to have gotten into the CNS acronym the same way Netflix got into the FAANG acronym, Nature and Science are very similar. They both publish articles in all scientific fields. They both date from the 19th century. They’re published weekly. They jointly won a fancy prize for services to humanity in 2007. And having your paper in either is one of the best things that can happen to a scientist’s career, thanks to their immense prestige.

But how, exactly, did Nature and Science become so prestigious? This is the question I hoped Making Nature: The History of a Scientific Journal, a 2015 book by historian of science Melinda Baldwin, might answer. It focuses on Nature, but much of its lessons can likely be extrapolated to Science considering their similarity.

I grew curious about this when I realized that most researchers treat journal prestige as a given. Everyone knows that Nature and Science matter enormously, yet few would be able to say why exactly. But this is important! Prestigious institutions, from universities to media companies to major sports competitions, have a huge impact on the world. It’s useful to understand how they came to be, beyond “being famous for being famous.”

One reason this is more difficult than it sounds is that we often settle for superficial answers. Selectivity, for instance, is a common explanation: prestige simply comes from obtaining what is hard to obtain, such as a Harvard degree, an Olympic medal or a Nobel Prize. Nature is indeed highly selective, accepting less than 10% of submitted articles (and the vast majority of papers are not even deemed worthy of a submission to Nature by their authors). Yet harsh selectivity alone cannot explain prestige, or it would be trivial to launch a prestigious journal or university just by setting an artificially low acceptance rate. 

Another facile explanation is longevity. It’s true that prestigious institutions are often old, and indeed Nature has been around for more than 150 years since its birth in 1869. Science is only slightly younger, having been founded in 1880. But there are many older scientific journals: the oldest one, the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, was created two hundred years before Nature, in 1665. Then there are more recent publications that are prestigious: Cell, for instance, was founded in 1974. The correlation between prestige and longevity is real, but imperfect. It also says nothing of causation: does longevity cause prestige, or does prestige cause longevity? 

What matters is not the span of time per se, but the specific events that happened — in other words, the history. Making Nature, while not specifically about prestige, gives us exactly that. 

We’ll first examine the origins of Nature and how it disrupted the publishing landscape of its time (Part I). Then we’ll study the factors that allowed it to build a reputation during its first century of existence (Part II). We’ll end with a focus on the 1970s, when selectivity and prestige suddenly became important to Nature and scientific publishing in general (Part III).
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I. On the Origins of Nature

The story begins with Nature’s founder and first editor, Norman Lockyer.
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Lockyer had a cushy job as a civil servant in the British government, but dabbled in astronomy in his spare time. In the 19th century, dabbling in astronomy in your spare time could be an intellectually productive hobby: the line between professional and amateur science was blurrier then, and it wasn’t hard to contribute original research even without formal training. During the 1860s, Lockyer published several papers on astronomical observations, the most consequential of which might be the co-discovery and naming of the element helium, from his studies of the sun. His reputation grew among the “men of science” (as scientists called themselves then) of Victorian Britain, and he was soon elected to the Royal Society. 

But astronomy was an expense, not a source of income. Lockyer routinely supplemented his government job by writing nonspecialist scientific articles and books for a lay audience. Then, one day, he had an idea for a new kind of publication. It would be a weekly periodical to disseminate scientific knowledge to the broader public — but unlike the other periodicals that existed at the time, it would be written by the prominent men of science themselves. It would have a simple, evocative name: Nature.

Lockyer summarized the two aims of Nature like this:


FIRST, to place before the general public the grand results of Scientific Work and Scientific Discovery, and to urge the claims of Science to a more general recognition in Education and in Daily Life;

And, SECONDLY, to aid Scientific men themselves, by giving early information of all advances made in any branch of Natural knowledge throughout the world, and by affording them an opportunity of discussing the various Scientific questions which arise from time to time.



In other words (and getting rid of the old-fashioned capitalization of random adjectives and nouns), Nature was meant to do two things: communication from scientists to the public, and communication among scientists. It was an interesting idea. It was also a new one; until then the two aims had been separate.

Recall that scientific journals have existed since 1665. During their first two hundred years, they primarily served to record the meetings of learned societies. The Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society were originally just that: summaries of whatever “philosophical” questions were discussed at the Royal Society. Aside from journals, specialized books were common and were in fact the higher-status way to communicate science in Victorian Britain. Charles Darwin’s On the Origins of Species, published in 1859, is the most famous example. Informal correspondence between scientists was also a major, but private, channel: Darwin wrote more than 15,000 letters in his lifetime, enough to fill 30 volumes. 

With the exception of some books, none of the above were intended for laypeople. Educated non-scientists (professionals, clergymen, statesmen, etc.) instead got their science news from generalist or literary periodicals such as the Athenaeum magazine. The articles in those publications were not written by specialists, but by journalists and dilettantes. Lockyer’s view, shared with his close supporter Thomas Huxley — a biologist known for defending Darwinian evolution — was that they were riddled with errors and theological overtones. It would be better, they thought, if scientists did the work of communicating their research themselves.

It was bold of Lockyer and Huxley to assume that scientists would be interested in doing this communication work. They weren’t. Almost immediately after Nature was founded, its contributors ignored the popularization part (“not a high-status undertaking,” Baldwin’s book says) and focused on the intra-science communication part. They did write summaries and abstracts of their own research, as Lockyer had intended, but they expected that their readers would be other men of science. Within three years, the educated laypeople who were Lockyer’s target audience were complaining that they could no longer understand the contents.

Thus the first of Nature’s two aims was met mostly with failure. Fortunately, this was balanced out by unexpected success at the second aim. 

Scientists did actually enjoy writing for Lockyer’s magazine, in large part because it was published weekly. They found that writing a summary of their own research in Nature was an excellent way to share their results quickly and gain attention from other scientists. Books were slow; Darwin took many years to write and publish On the Origin of Species, for instance. The journals of scientific societies were slow; you had to wait for a meeting to take place and then for the meeting’s “transactions” to be published. Private correspondence was fast, but it wasn’t public. Through publication speed, as well as other factors as we’ll see below, Nature filled a niche in the ecosystem. It was the Twitter of 19th-century British science.

Soon enough, this model would be copied, most notably by the journal Science in 1880. According to its first editor, Science was explicitly meant to, “in the United States, take the position which ‘Nature’ so ably occupies in England.” In just a few years, Nature had disrupted scientific publishing and established itself as a useful and unique institution of science, recognized by specialists both in the UK and abroad.
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First page of the first edition of Nature, 4 November 1869

II. One Hundred Years of Building a Reputation

Despite its popularity, Nature didn’t become prestigious overnight. Far from it, in fact. Making Nature often reminds us that the journal spent most of its history as a low-grade publication where anything could be printed quickly, as long as it was factually correct. (This was ensured by basic checks from the editorial team; Nature articles were not consistently peer-reviewed until the 1970s.) As late as the 1960s, a researcher publishing a preliminary report in Nature was expected to follow up with a longer paper “in a more serious journal.” In other words, Nature delivered quick and cheap distribution, not luxury brand approval.

This changed about fifty years ago, as we’ll see in Part III. But to understand what happened then, we first need to examine the characteristics of the journal in the roughly 100-year period from its early days until prestige took over, starting with a deeper look into publication speed.

Publication Speed

John Maddox, editor of Nature in the late 20th century, said that “one of Nature’s greatest early assets was the speed of the Royal Mail.” You could write to Nature, be published within a week, and read the replies to your communication within two weeks. This was state-of-the-art communication tech! 

Consider how many times publication speed is mentioned throughout the first half of the book (emphasis mine):


What made Nature unique was, in large part, its ability to act as a venue for . . . discussions via its correspondence columns and its weekly publication schedule. (p. 8)

Many British men of science found that one of the fastest ways to bring a scientific issue or idea to their fellow researchers’ attention was to send a communication to Nature. (p. 39)

Unlike the literary periodicals, there was almost no delay between the submission of a piece and its appearance in the journal. (p. 63)

A second reason Nature’s speed of publication would have been compelling to men of science is that getting one’s work into print quickly had become an increasingly essential part of establishing priority for a scientific finding or theory. (p. 65)

Scientific weeklies [such as Nature] played a unique role in researchers’ publishing strategies at the end of the nineteenth century by offering researchers a forum where short articles could be printed quickly. (p. 105)

Both the Proceedings [of the Royal Society of London] and the Philosophical Magazine had significant lag times between submission and publication . . ., which made Nature and its weekly turnaround uniquely valuable for the priority-conscious Rutherford. (p. 109)

[Rutherford] sent his most interesting experimental results [to Nature] immediately, both as a way of keeping his colleagues updated on his work and as insurance against being scooped as he had in 1899. (p. 112)



These quotes highlight two distinct reasons why speed was important. The first, as I hinted at earlier, was Nature’s role as the аcademic social media of its time. It was simply the best way to have discussions about scientific topics — or science itself — that could, unlike private correspondence, reach a large audience. More on this in the next section.

The second reason, as shown by the mentions of physicist Ernest Rutherford, was establishing priority. Today we take for granted that being the first to publish new ideas or results is important, but in the 19th century this was less clear. To bring up Darwin as an example again, he kept his thoughts on evolution private for many years, because he wanted to make sure his argument was sound before he submitted it to the public (although he did eventually sense the urgency of publishing the theory before Alfred Russel Wallace did). But as science became professionalized, “not being scooped” became more and more crucial, and the weekly Nature was a good tool to avoid that.

All this talk of speed may surprise anyone who has recently submitted a paper to Nature. In 2016, an analysis revealed that the median time for Nature to review a paper was 150 days, i.e. 5 months, up from 85 days a decade earlier. Nature itself reports, for the year 2020, a median time of 226 days between submission and acceptance. We’re a long way from “less than a week.”

Why was there a decrease in publication speed? As we might expect, the reason was Nature’s growing popularity, especially among the international scientific community. At least, that’s what happened the first time there was a slowdown, in the mid-20th century.

Early on, Nature was a journal for and by British scientists. But in the first half of the 20th century, science in general and Nature in particular began to involve much more collaboration between researchers across borders. It was a big deal, for instance, when a foreign government banned Nature, as Nazi Germany did in 1938; German researchers had been using it as an important source of scientific news. The ban was furthermore covered in non-British media, such as The New York Times, indicating that the journal was internationally newsworthy. Such an increase in international readership meant more letters and articles sent to the editors, and by the 1950s, there was such a backlog that submissions needed to be held for six months or more.

In the 1960s, the new editor John Maddox recognized this as a problem. He began his editorship by clearing the backlog, and even printed the date of submission along with each scientific paper to show everyone how quick Nature was at reviewing articles (“often within a month,” Baldwin’s book says). Clearly, Maddox thought that restoring the speedy reputation of the journal was important. He seems to have succeeded, for a time. As late as 1989, during a controversy around cold fusion, a Wall Street Journal article said that Nature was still fast: it was able to print papers “in as little as three weeks instead of the more usual lead time of six to twelve months for other scientific publications.”

Thus, despite a dip in the middle of the century due to its popularity and international reach, speedy publication was still an important characteristic of Nature in the 1970s. A second — and so far permanent — decrease occurred more recently, perhaps as a result of prestige and the competition of near-instantaneous online platforms, but that’s another story.

Network Effects

As of 2022, scientists argue in public on Twitter, blogs, and other online platforms, like ResearchHub. In the 19th century, Twitter and ResearchHub hadn’t been invented [citation needed]. Fortunately, Nature was there.

A network effect occurs when the value of a product comes primarily from the people who use it. If there are two competing telephone systems, the most valuable one is whichever has the most users (or at least the users you want to talk to). If you create an improved Twitter clone, then all its amazing features won’t do much if you don’t somehow manage to capture Twitter’s network of several million people. Likewise, Nature became an interesting journal to read and contribute to because it gained the attention of Britain’s scientific elite as the place to discuss big science questions. 

This role as a forum was a constant in Nature’s history, as Making Nature shows with several detailed accounts of debates that took place within the journal’s pages. Some examples:


	
Controversies over the age of the Earth in the 1880s.



	
Debates in the 1920s on whether the word scientist was acceptable to describe the people doing science as opposed to man of science or scientific worker.



	
The development of plate tectonics theory in the 1950s and 60s (in this case, Nature and Science were on approximately equal footing).



	
High-profile controversies about homeopathy and cold nuclear fusion in the 1980s.





How did Nature become the main scientific forum in the UK and, later, the world? As we saw, the weekly publication schedule was one of the key factors, since discussion requires people to be able to reply to each other in a timely fashion. But speed alone wasn’t sufficient. There were many scientific weekly periodicals in Victorian Britain, and Nature wasn’t even the most popular: in the 1870s, “other weeklies—such as Chemical News, Knowledge, and English Mechanic—all boasted more subscribers than Nature’s estimated 5,000.” Why didn’t one of these magazines become the best venue to discuss science?

One answer seems to be that Norman Lockyer personally relished controversy and encouraged “spirited disagreement” within his journal, making it ideal for whoever was itching to pick a fight over scientific ideas. If Lockyer had chosen to dampen the tone of some Letters to the Editor he received, or even reject them for publication, then the debates would have moved elsewhere. Easy enough to make a parallel with the social media that thrive today on what we’ll also politely call “spirited disagreement.”

Another answer is that Nature managed to occupy the sweet spot on the tradeoff curve between generalist and specialist publications. Since it covered all fields of science, Nature was a better fit than a magazine like Chemical News to discuss interdisciplinary questions as well as questions on how science should be done. At the same time, it was a specialized journal in terms of its audience and contributors: they were almost all professional scientists. Add the fact that it was read by most scientists in Britain, as well as a significant proportion of non-British scientists, and you get a publication that was widely considered the best means “to get to the right people” as the editor of Chemical News himself admitted in 1895.

Establishing this network of “the right people” was an explicit goal of Lockyer from the beginning. One of the first things he did after founding the journal was to ask “men of science—some whom he knew personally, others whom he knew by reputation” (i.e. he cold emailed them) to publish their names as supporters and future contributors. The most important of those names was the aforementioned Thomas Huxley, who was not only a prominent biologist but also a popular essayist in the literary periodicals as well as the leader of an influential group of scientists called the X Club. Huxley was a strong supporter of Lockyer’s project, and he frequently wrote for Nature in the early years, which helped it cement its reputation.
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Thomas Huxley. Also known for establishing a network of other famous Huxleys, such as his grandson Aldous, the author of Brave New World.

Victorian Britain’s most beloved scientist — yes, I’m talking about Darwin again — also enjoyed publishing in Nature. Darwin was an elderly and highly respected scientist by the time of the journal’s founding, and the abstracts and letters he frequently sent to Lockyer’s publication certainly gave it a status boost. 

And this was only the start of a long list of household names who got involved with Nature at one point or another. In physics, for instance, Lord Kelvin, Ernest Rutherford, Niels Bohr, Enrico Fermi, and Lise Meitner were all important contributors. Some of the most famous papers in the field, such as James Chadwick’s 1932 report on the possible existence of the neutron, or Meitner and Otto Frisch’s 1939 letter proposing the idea of nuclear fission, were published in Nature. In biology, James Watson and Francis Crick’s 1953 work on the structure of DNA is probably the most historic paper to have appeared within its pages. 

Since Nature in the mid-20th century was popular but still not very prestigious, I’m comfortable assuming that these famous scientists and discoveries helped its reputation rather than the other way around. Today, the arrow of causation is mostly reversed: scientists become influential because they publish research in the most prestigious journal, rather than the journal becoming prestigious because it publishes big names and big papers. Of course, this is a self-reinforcing feedback loop that keeps benefiting Nature, thanks to network effects.

Finally, a word about language. Nature, obviously, is published in English. But English wasn’t the dominant intellectual language back in the 19th century: French and German were more important. The rise of English as the lingua franca of science occurred during the 20th century, thanks to the political dominance of the British Empire and then the United States. As a result, Nature and its American equivalent Science gained a major advantage over their French (e.g. La Nature) and German (e.g. Naturwissenschaften) counterparts. 

Making Nature doesn’t belabor this self-evident point, but it’s worth mentioning that Nature benefitted from a global network effect that would have been far less attainable outside the Anglosphere.

Survival and Conservatism

Speed, elite networks, and English are great, but they won’t help if your publication fails to turn a profit and shuts down. As they say, the lesson of survivorship bias is that you should optimize for being a survivor. Thus the story of Nature is also the story of how it managed to stay alive, unlike most of its contemporaries. 

Nature was (and still is!) a venture of a London publisher called Macmillan and Company. It was very much intended to make money. But Victorian Britain was a crowded market for periodicals. It was common for publications to last just a few years after proving unable to attract enough subscribers. Lockyer himself had been briefly involved as the co-founder and science editor of a generalist magazine called The Reader, which existed only from 1863 to 1867 (and lost its science section in 1865). It would be tempting to contrast this with the popular success of Nature, but as we saw, most of Nature’s target audience couldn’t even understand the journal, and as a result both its subscriber base and revenue remained small. 

The survival of Nature therefore depended on the goodwill of its owner, Alexander Macmillan. And it took a lot of goodwill! Nature operated at a loss for an entire 30 years. Only at the very end of the 19th century did it manage to turn a profit. 

This surprising tolerance for financial loss seems to have stemmed from the other activities of Macmillan and Company: they sold scientific books, and Nature was a good way to reach that market. Still, without a wealthy publisher who was committed to back up Lockyer’s project for a long time, it would likely not have survived. 

Lockyer also displayed impressive commitment. He remained at the helm of the journal for a full half-century, from 1869 to 1919. Although none of his successors would hold the position that long, most would last at least twenty years, resulting in a strikingly short list of eight editors-in-chief over a 153-year history. Meanwhile, the journal was never sold: Macmillan and Company still exists and still owns Nature, even though corporate mergers have made the exact ownership structure difficult to figure out. (Springer Nature, a company created in 2015 by merging some divisions of Macmillan and other entities, is the immediate parent company of Nature.)

The picture that emerges is that of a stable, conservative institution, with committed owners and editors, that has changed slowly even as it was a witness to the changes in science itself. 

This is nicely reflected in the stability of Nature’s mission and visual identity. The original mission statement was left unchanged from 1869 to 2000, including gendered references to “Scientific men” and “men eminent in Science.” The current version is shorter and gender-neutral, but overall similar, although I note that the ordering of the two main aims has been reversed: 


First, to serve scientists through prompt publication of significant advances in any branch of science, and to provide a forum for the reporting and discussion of news and issues concerning science. 

Second, to ensure that the results of science are rapidly disseminated to the public throughout the world, in a fashion that conveys their significance for knowledge, culture and daily life.



Similarly, the original masthead image, which dates from the very first issue, appeared at the top of the journal for 89 years, until 1958 (with slight variations).
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A central point of Making Nature is that Nature co-evolved with the British and international institutions of science. To do so, it had to strike a balance between conservatism and innovation. My impression is that Nature was more often on the conservative end of the spectrum, serving as a rock-solid stage where the rest of science could take place. 

Such an attitude was helpful from the beginning, but it probably became even more important after the 1970s, when everything changed.

III. WTF Happened in the 1970s?

A fun puzzle from the social sciences: what happened in the early seventies? As evidenced from a multitude of charts, various patterns in society seem to have veered off course around 1971, including growth in wages, inflation, housing costs, energy consumption, number of lawyers, divorce rates, fertility rates, and meat consumption. Whether it was a coincidence or part of the same mysterious phenomenon, we can add to this list the rise of prestige in the science publishing industry.

To be clear, I’m the one who claims that this shift was a specific and momentous event. Melinda Baldwin acknowledges many times that Nature went from a low-grade magazine to a prestigious journal, but she remains vague as to what, exactly, was the turning point. In the chapter on the 1970s, she treats the increased selectivity and reputation as just one of many things that happened during this period. It was only in the course of writing this review — with a deliberate focus on prestige — that I realized something significant had occurred in that decade, and that this something affected more than just Nature.

Let’s see what the book does tell us, and then I’ll offer a plausible explanation from elsewhere.

Changes to Nature in the 1970s

The 1970s mostly coincide with the leadership of Nature’s shortest-tenured editor, David Davies. Davies took over from John Maddox in 1973 and proceeded to make a number of changes. He made Nature a unitary publication again, after a short-lived experiment to split it into three journals. He reformed the style guide for contributors. He allowed for cartoons and some humor in his editorials. He also overhauled the journal’s physical appearance: from now on, Nature’s covers would feature interesting images as opposed to articles or advertisements.
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Today’s covers are still in that tradition. Here’s the Nature cover from 2016, as used on the Wikipedia page of the journal.

Nature under Maddox and Davies followed the same trend of internationalization as in the previous decades, but the seventies saw what was perhaps the fastest growth outside the UK. Consider these approximate statistics on the origin of research articles from the years when there was a change in editorship:


	
1966 (when Maddox became editor): 40% British and 60% international



	
1973 (Davies): 33% British and 67% international



	
1980 (Maddox again): 20% British and 80% international.





“International,” of course, mostly means the United States. The 1960s and 70s are the golden period when the US overtook all other countries in most domains, including science. Nature could not ignore this, and opened a satellite office in Washington D.C. in 1970. Interestingly, however, the journal’s Britishness seems to have helped it be seen as more international than its rival Science, which researchers in France, Germany, Japan, and other countries may have considered too American.

A few decades earlier, Nature’s international growth had slowed down its speed of publication. But this time, Maddox and Davies were committed to a fast tempo. Something else had to be sacrificed. The result was a sharp decline in acceptance rate: “In 1974, Nature printed approximately 35% of submitted papers; by the end of the 1980s, the acceptance rate would be down to 1 in 8 papers, or 12.5%” As Baldwin notes, this meant that publication in Nature “became increasingly prized as a sign of scientific success” — the only mention of prestige in the entire chapter.

The 1970s were also the time when certain practices we now take for granted became widespread. Peer review, now considered an essential part of scientific publishing, hadn’t been systematic at Nature until then. Previously, the editors reserved the right to accept or reject any submission, and asked for feedback from other researchers only when they felt they didn’t have the necessary knowledge. 

Another new development was journal performance metrics — by which I mean, mostly, the impact factor. The impact factor is a proxy for a journal’s importance. It is calculated from the number of times the journal’s articles from the last two years were cited across all scientific publications, the idea being that more commonly cited works are more impactful. The first comprehensive list of impact factors was published in 1975: that year, Nature was ranked 109th out of all journals in the list. But within five years, in the 1980 rankings, Nature had risen to the 49th position. Today it usually ranks first on most measures of impact.

The impact factor and related metrics are widely seen as problematic for many reasons, but they certainly do show that Nature’s reputation rose in the 1970s. It also seems obvious that their very invention contributed to the shift towards the prestige economy we see today: before sending work to a journal, a researcher can now look up the rankings and pick the most “impactful” journal that is likely to accept the submission. But Making Nature doesn’t discuss this. Nor does it describe what happened in the rest of academic publishing at the time, such as the rise of another prestigious journal: Cell.

A Tale of Two Disruptions

Remember when, in the introduction, I suggested that the journal Cell might be less deserving of its inclusion in the CNS acronym than Nature and Science? Well, I may have to take it back.

Making Nature does not mention Cell, except a few times to identify it as a rival to the other two. But as I was pondering the shift to the prestige economy in science, I remembered reading an in-depth 2017 article from The Guardian that did talk about Cell in the wider context of scientific publishing. Here’s the relevant part (emphasis mine):


“At the start of my career, nobody took much notice of where you published, and then everything changed in 1974 with Cell,” Randy Schekman, the Berkeley molecular biologist and Nobel prize winner, told me. . . . [Cell] was edited by a young biologist named Ben Lewin, who approached his work with an intense, almost literary bent. Lewin prized long, rigorous papers that answered big questions – often representing years of research that would have yielded multiple papers in other venues – and, breaking with the idea that journals were passive instruments to communicate science, he rejected far more papers than he published.

What he created was a venue for scientific blockbusters, and scientists began shaping their work on his terms. “Lewin was clever. He realised scientists are very vain, and wanted to be part of this selective members club; Cell was ‘it’, and you had to get your paper in there,” Schekman said.



Notice the timing: Cell was founded in 1974, almost at the same time as metrics like impact factors became widespread, and right before Nature’s acceptance rate started to plummet.

This suggests that the primacy of prestige in science publishing was not a vague trend over the course of the 20th century. It was tied to a specific event of the mid-1970s: the invention of a new style of journal. “Suddenly,” the Guardian piece continues, “where you published became immensely important. . . . Almost overnight, a new currency of prestige had been created in the scientific world.”

Cell and other journals by its parent company, Cell Press, tend to have amazingly aesthetic covers. That seems consistent with positioning as a luxury brand.
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Other publications, old and new, tried to replicate Cell’s success. The Guardian article focuses on British tycoon Robert Maxwell, who took advantage of the shift to expand Pergamon Press, a media empire built out of scientific journals. But by triangulating between that article and Melinda Baldwin’s book, we can conclude that no publications were better positioned than a couple of well-known, fast-paced, generalist, English-language journals: Nature and Science. “Suddenly,” “almost overnight,” there was a prestige game — and they won it.

And whether the timing is a coincidence or not, the invention of impact factors around then probably accelerated the trend. Games need clear winners and losers, and journal impact rankings provide exactly that.

Why doesn’t Making Nature talk about this? One possibility is that the Guardian article is mistaken or exaggerated. Surprisingly, this was difficult to fact-check: I googled around and didn’t really find any other references to Cell having had such a transformative effect on scientific publishing. It could mean that the real effect wasn’t that dramatic — or it could mean that Cell’s impact has been overlooked. I’m tempted to believe the latter, since I otherwise don’t know of a good explanation for Cell’s considerable prestige.

If the Guardian piece is correct, then it sounds like there’s a blind spot in most people’s understanding of the history of scientific prestige, even Melinda Baldwin’s. That may be because it’s easier to assume journal prestige was an inevitable trend. A narrative like this one seems superficially plausible: as science became truly global and performed by an ever growing number of researchers, journals had to become more selective, and increasingly provided a useful (and scalable) signal to distinguish the best scientists from the rest. This hypothesis is probably true to some extent, but the problem is that there’s no strong reason that journals — and even more so, specific journals — have to provide this signal. Scientific prestige managed to exist just fine for centuries without being tied to the periodical your work was published in. 

So it would be a mistake to suppose that Nature’s success was the necessary consequence of a general theory of prestige. The specific details matter. And in this story, the details include the invention of not one but two disruptive styles of journal: one in 1869, with a focus on speed, and one in 1974, with a focus on selectivity.

Making Nature’s biggest weakness, then, would be in not recognizing the existence of this second disruption. It isn’t a unique failing: Nature itself, in the history of the journal published on its website, says nothing about prestige or reputation in the 1970s. Perhaps it would have been gauche to do so. Yet it seems clear that the story of Nature (and, I assume, Science) is incomplete without an understanding of whatever the f*** happened in the 1970s.

Conclusion

Let’s summarize Nature’s rise to fame. It began 153 years ago as an experiment in science popularization. The experiment failed at its primary aim, but it lucked into a useful niche: fast communication between men of science across disciplines. This allowed it to build a network of elite scientists and a venue for scientific debate. All of this was possible thanks to the editorial commitment of Norman Lockyer and the financial commitment of Macmillan and Company. Fast forward a hundred years, and suddenly (perhaps because of Cell) scientists start caring very much about where their papers are published. Nature, alongside its twin Science, is propelled to the top of the new prestige hierarchy. 

The story told in Making Nature doesn’t stop there. There is a chapter on the 1980s that shows how deft the journal was at managing controversies over homeopathy and cold fusion, two events that reinforced its status as a guardian of “proper” science. Then, in the conclusion, Melinda Baldwin gets into the recent history of Nature, which involves a third important disruption of scientific publishing: the advent of the web. 

There’s no question that the web has profoundly changed the way scientists interact with scientific results. But interestingly, the instantaneousness of online publication — whether on blogs, in the comments below an article, in social media, or on a preprint server like arXiv and bioRxiv — hasn’t affected Nature very much. We might have naïvely expected that it would have tried to keep up with the new platforms, since speed was its comparative advantage. But it didn’t. And that hasn’t made it obsolete, either. 

This is the strength of prestige. Once it’s established, it becomes a self-sustaining loop. Any useful attributes that helped jump-start the loop, like speed of publication, end up mattering much less. 

And then, when the prestige loop is running at full throttle, you get something like the current state of academic publishing: a system that many researchers feel is broken in multiple ways, but which feels impossible to change because of the powerful incentives in place. 

Yet there is a glimmer of hope. Studying Nature’s history made me realize that the institutions of science are not static or eternal. The prestige associated with Nature and Science matters a lot now, but that has been true for only fifty years — not such a long time in the grand scheme of things. 

So there’s no reason that we can’t reform the angelic hierarchy of scientific publishing, if we want to. We just have to know what we’re up against. With satisfying depth and crisp writing, Making Nature provides the account we needed of one of the top institutions of science. This is crucial stuff for anyone who wants to understand how they work, or who would set to the task of creating new ones.

[
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Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism: History, Semiology, and Transgression in the Indian Traditions by Christian K. Wedemeyer

I. Three Narratives of Tantra

Over two thousand years ago the Indian prince Siddharta Gautama, after coming face to face with old age, sickness and death, committed himself to the elimination of all suffering, and became an enlightened being, the Buddha Śakyamuni. This has been widely considered as a good move. Through scriptures passed down to his followers, his religion spread throughout the Indian subcontinent, throughout Asia, and throughout the world.

Yet the potency of the new religion waned after the passing of the Buddha, who could liberate beings from samsara by his mere presence, and waned further still with the passing of his first students. In their absence, the remaining Buddhists huddled around the body and speech relics of the Buddha, but could only slow the decay. This degradation came to a rather shocking point in the 7th century, when a new form of Buddhist practice emerged which instructed its students to violate the precepts as a matter of practice: Tantra. The new scriptures recommended eating the flesh of cows, dogs, elephants, horses and humans, and the drinking of feces, urine, blood, semen and marrow, advocated lying and sexual misconduct, stealing and killing, all abhorrent to Buddhists of every stripe. Repressed monks uncovered the long-hidden ‘true scriptures’ that allowed them to do whatever they wanted, and they went wild.

After this gained traction in India, the cradle of Buddhism, it didn’t take long for the religion to disintegrate in the region. When European scholars arrived a millennium later, they found the people practicing Hinduism, but no Buddhism. When they learned about Tantra, the reason for Buddhism’s disappearance became obvious. It was the same thing which had struck down the Roman empire: faithlessness, decadence and the disintegration of traditional institutions.

Now let’s rewind the clock, and see what other stories we might tell.

As the religion of the Buddha (patriarchal, Aryan, classical, monastic) established itself in the Indian subcontinent, an old influence made itself felt anew, entering from below with the gradual bubbling up of concepts and ideas from the inexhaustible store of Indian folklore. This reintroduced into Buddhism the traditional (matriarchal, indigenous, pre-classical, non-monastic) religion of the subcontinent; a shamanic sex and death cult led by reviled outcast women, dakinis, who were regarded simultaneously as cannibal witches and enlightened goddesses, a religion of charnel grounds and worship of the female principle.

Over time these two lineages, the father lineage of the Buddha and the mother lineage of the dakinis, merged to form early Tantra; a religion popular among the freewheeling laypeople of India, which the stodgy monastic establishment worked tirelessly to domesticate, integrating bits and pieces into its renunciative worldview to stay relevant, never fully succeeding.

Let’s rewind one final time.

Tantrism is Indobuddhist medievalism, their Dark Ages, sandwiched between the classical Gupta empire and Muslim imperial renaissance (or the colonial British renaissance, depending on who you ask). It is the obsolete detritus of fallen civilization left to flounder until it can be reborn later. The idolatrous and magical tendencies of Tantra, shown in its spells (mantras) and rituals are analogous to the medieval superstition of the European Dark Ages. Sixteen centuries after Christ came the Protestant Reformation, and sixteen centuries after Śakyamuni Buddha also came a reformation, but this one destroyed the faith in India rather than redeeming it.

All of these narratives are represented among the histories of Tantra, with devotees from among Eastern and Western professional historians of Buddhism and India. According to Christian Wedemeyer, they’re all wrong.

II. Methods of Tantric Historiography

The three narratives above represent three major forms of historiographical narrative, as applied to Tantric Buddhism in late first-millennium India.

The first is the narrative of decline, fall and ending, quite straightforwardly cribbed from histories of the Roman Empire, identifying Tantra as a degenerative, sex and decadence-obsessed cult which resulted in the ultimate disappearance of Buddhism in India. It was the reigning theory of Tantric history among Westerners during the nineteenth century, and remained prominent through the late twentieth as well. It relies on narrative models of organic development, which require a period of decline and then death, codified in the West by Vico’s New Science and with mythic roots in the progression of the Golden, Silver and Bronze Ages, with its Eastern counterpart in the Hindu cycle of the Four Yugas.

It’s by no means wrong to use poetic narrative forms to describe history, but historians put the cart before the horse when they assume, not only that historical narratives are inherent ‘out there’ in the data, but that those narratives will take form as laid out by their favorite author, or even as in a particular book, as was unfortunately the case with Tantric historiography. T.W. Rhys Davids writes, with Wedemeyer's emphases:


[Edward Gibbon, author of Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire] has shown us, in his great masterpiece, how interesting and instructive the story of such a decline and fall can be made. And it is not unreasonable to hope that, when the authorities, especially the Buddhist Sanskrit texts, shall have been made accessible, and the sites shall have been explored, the materials will be available from which some historian of the future will be able to piece together a story, equally interesting and equally instructive, of the decline and fall of Buddhism in India.



And Wedemeyer comments:


In case there had been any doubt about the fundamental, formative influence of precritical, fictive, theoretical models on the construction of Indian Buddhist history, here there can be no question. Rhys Davids indicates in essence that, before scholars have even collected the evidence available from literary and archaeological remains, they can a priori assume a narrative structure along the lines of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Gibbon’s masterwork had allowed a new way of making sense of the fall of a hugely successful enterprise (Rome); some such account was seemingly needed to understand India’s loss of Buddhism as well. (p. 49).



Thus, the vigorous and youthful energy of early, monastic buddhism eventually matures and degenerates into Tantra, which must give way to a new age, as the decadence of Rome gave way to Christianity. Keep in mind, those tropes of decay and decadence employed by Christian historians against Rome were the same ones used by Greek and Roman historians against Etruria, whose decline was succeeded by youthful and vigorous Rome. It is these recycled tropes that later historians (especially Vico, Hegel, Marx) employ as evidence for totalizing theories of cyclical history. Wedemeyer gives it a pithy spin:


History, it might be said, does not repeat itself; historians repeat themselves. (p. 67).



The second and opposite narrative is that of beginning and new birth, pioneered by Bengali scholars and adopted by Western historians, for whom it offered a Romantic (counter-Enlightenment) reversal of the narrative of decline. In this narrative, Tantra is identified as the resurgence of the long-suppressed ‘primitive’ religion of the Indian subcontinent, often identified with Śaktism, which was native where the Vedas were colonial, matriarchal instead of patriarchal, pre-Classical instead of Classical, (keep in mind the relationship between Etruria and Greece/Rome established previously) worshipful of sex and the feminine principle instead of monastic and repressed.

That direction isn’t arbitrary, it’s specifically an eruption of the old _under_current back up to the surface, the above/below duality flipped to valorize that which was suppressed (a corresponding extrapolation to the top/bottom duality is beneath me). Predictably, this was popular with the lower classes first, and gradually rose to acceptance by the elites. For twentieth-century historians uncomfortable with the decidedly un-hip assumptions and values of prior Tantric history, it’s both the easy and sexy move; keep the assumptions, dualities and structures created by older scholarship, with all the staying power they’ve accumulated, and flip them on their heads.

And where there is discussion of valorized binaries, gender can’t be far behind. Matriarchy gives way to Patriarchy gives way to historians getting hot and bothered over ancient Mother religions. Nobody had a bigger impact here than Johann Jakob Bachofen, whose theory of Mutterrecht und Urreligion (Mother Right and Primordial Religion) in the Mediterranean basin was copy-pasted over to India in the imaginations of Indologists in the same fashion as Gibbon’s Rome, a consistent and reliable narrative which, Wedemeyer insists, is short on evidence. It is, like the theory of decline, a convenient, comfortable cultural narrative imposed on the data, a canvas for the historian to display their contemporary attitudes, rather than a critical examination of history.

The third is the narrative of middle/medievalism, the dominant mode of Tantric history in contemporary literature. Here Tantra is cast as the midpoint, and low point, between two greater cultures, as the European Middle or ‘Dark’ Ages were characterized as the low point between Classical Roman and Renaissance or Enlightenment European culture. Historians, including textbook authors, make deliberate comparisons between Tantric yogis and Vajrayana (lit. Diamond/Adamantine Way, the term for esoteric nondualistic Buddhism) ritual practices and Medieval witches/wizards, hocus pocus and superstition. Ronald Davidson, in his Indian Esoteric Buddhism, is at the front of contemporary authors peddling this notion.

The prescription of medievalism becomes especially difficult when applied to Indian history, given that nobody can agree where it begins or ends. The Gupta empire is typically laid parallel to Rome, with its decline being medieval and the Islamic Delhi Sultanate being its renaissance, but elsewhere the Sultanate is identified with the start, not the end, of the medieval period, which would handily exclude Tantra. A brief gloss of major works on Indian medievalism reveals no point in the years 200-1600 A.D. that some scholars do__n’t consider medieval. Overall, one cannot escape the perception that ‘medieval’ means whatever the author wants it to mean, most always to condemn one stretch of history and valorize what came before and after. One would not threaten to ‘get classical’ or ‘get renaissance’ on a hypothetical opponent in a street fight.

Along with that characterization follow implications that Tantra is rude, primitive, violent, body-oriented (as opposed to mind or spirit), feudal, superstitious, offensive, contemptible. Not least of its undesirable qualities is the notion that the medieval, and thus Tantra, is in the past, something we’ve gotten beyond, transcended. All this, it can be assumed, is not appreciated by contemporary Vajrayana practitioners, who have their hands full with public opinion that their practice is a kinky sex cult from the Mystic East.

Choosing between these narratives is not a simple matter of weighing historical evidence, since different, mutually contradictory narratives can account for the same facts. The ideological element cannot be ignored or removed from the question, which is ultimately what use the historical narrative serves. The above can, variously, be used to legitimate or condemn a social order, past or present, deride or valorize a set of religious practices, or let the historian fly a particular cultural or political flag (if that seems overly critical or reductive, take a peek at how e.g. Thucydides’ history of Sparta was a political commentary on Athens).

It is precisely because these patterns and narratives are part of a cultural canon that they are so easy to apply outside of their boundaries, and why it’s so hard to see how contrived they are. In order to get some perspective, it will be necessary to get deep into traditional Buddhist historiography, epistemology, and semiology.

III. Theories of Buddhist Epistemology

When modern historians deign to discuss native theories of Buddhist history, they are too often rendered as ‘the scriptures claim to have been given by the Buddha, who lived 2500 years ago and about whom we do not have strong historical evidence, despite the fact that they don’t show up in the record until the Xth century, and it is beneath our dignity to entertain this explanation further.’ Beyond just being dismissive, this approach ignores how these traditions were keenly aware of the problem of authorship and origins, and had well-developed epistemological methods for dealing with them.

The source of many of these problems is the notion that truth == good speech == Buddha-speech, summed up in the Buddhist proverb, “whatever is well said was said by the Buddha.” The word translated as ‘truth’, often also as ‘right speech,’ is subhāṣita, and keeping to right speech is one of the five lay precepts, containing not only the prohibition on lies, but also slander, rudeness, and gossip, all of which would be considered bad speech, or durbhāṣita. This statement does not only make the claim that everything the Buddha said was true, but also that the Buddha said everything that was true. This begs the question of how the Buddha Śakyamuni, who according to these same traditions taught for no more than 45 years, could have possibly spoken all true statements, and given all the extant scriptures (as an institutionally accepted scripture is the canonical example of good speech).

Buddhist scholars thought long and hard on this, and came up with a few solutions. First, the phrasing of the statement is misleading in referring to a singular Buddha, as Buddhas are infinite in both time and space. This is an orthodox position in most schools of early Asian Buddhism (though not all, as the Theravada scriptures admit only a single present Buddha). Not only are there many historical figures who are positioned as enlightened Buddhas (every lineage has at least one, and the Chinese Buddha Hotei or ‘The Laughing Buddha’ is depicted almost as commonly as Śakyamuni) but there are buddhas of other universes, and buddhas which transcend universes, such as the Five Transcendent Lords Akṣobhya, Vairocana, Amitābha, Amogha, and Ratnaketu, who in some Buddhist narratives initiate Śakyamuni with a Tantric empowerment ritual and authorize him to teach. Some scriptures are positioned as the teaching of all buddhas across all universes, while others are positioned as the unique developments of this universe’s first Buddha, custom made for its inhabitants.

A further problem arises with authorship and legitimation of scriptures. When your religion is descended from a semi-divine infallible founder, it’s hard to add your own ideas into the canon, and harder still to claim authorship if the Buddha already said it.

Five broad categories of justifications existed by which esoteric Buddhist communities could legitimate new scriptures and doctrines:

Bare Historical: The blunt assertion that the given scripture was taught by Śakyamuni in his mortal teaching career, a justification available to all communities, but perhaps less credible when the scriptures are clearly modern developments.

Divine Relation: The assertion that the scripture was taught by Śakyamuni, but not in his bounded mortal lifetime, instead in another realm; this is the justification used by early Theravadins for the canonization of the Abhidharma scripture, holding that the Buddha taught it in a heavenly realm while visiting his mother there, and that the scripture was thereafter communicated to the mortal world through divine mediation. This justification is likewise available to all Buddhist communities.

True Dharma: Among esoteric communities which take multitudes of buddhas for granted, it is further possible to claim that a scripture is in fact the eternal teaching, or true dharma (saddharma) of the buddhas of all universes (the Śūraṃgamasamādhi scripture and the Guhyasamāja Tantra both employ this one) as opposed to a local teaching of Śakyamuni created specifically for this universe. Optionally, one may further add one of the following two justifications:

Treasure Scriptures: Here the scripture is held to have been hidden away in a secret location, often a cave or a stupa, usually with a supernatural guardian, to await a later age when it would again be revealed to the world. The story of King Indrabhūti and the Iron Stupa is one such example.

Direct Relation by Buddha, or Enlightened Dialogue: The scripture is asserted to have been given by direct revelation of a buddha, sometimes Śakyamuni but more often another, such as Mañjuśrī or Amitābha. This can occur by a variety of methods, such as direct visitation resulting from practices such as the Samādhi of Face-to-Face Confrontation, or a ritual described in the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa, which promises physical transportation of the practitioner to heavenly realms. Consecration rituals instead bring a buddha to the mortal world to inhabit a visual depiction and teach. Since esoteric Mahayana holds that buddhas are omnipresent, the consecration is said to be “only done so that beginners will understand,” and to the more spiritually advanced the scripture may manifest directly, such that the dharma resounds from the sky and earth.

Analogy may be drawn between the fourth and fifth methods and the Tibetan tradition of terma, especially in the distinction between earth and mind/pure vision terma, but the doctrine remains distinct (thanks to David Chapman for clarifying this point.)

From an outside perspective this can all seem a bit contrived, an intellectual shell game that hides the real origins of things in supernaturalism. It is instructive to note that the same was common across all the Indian arts and sciences, and is by no means exclusive to the subcontinent; look no further than Galen of Pergamon attributing the origins of Greek medicine to a teaching by Apollo to the centaur Chiron. These games of visionary truth allowed Buddhist institutions to innovate without compromising their epistemic standards. The supernatural elements provide cover for the pragmatic process of consensus-building, vetting and stress-testing of new scriptures and practices behind closed doors.


To comprehend properly the function of the historical discourses of Mahā/Vajrayāna Buddhists in context, it is perhaps helpful to think about the Buddha less as a concrete human being, and instead to understand the manner in which “Buddha” served an ongoing epistemic function in Buddhist cultures. For the esoteric Buddhist traditions, clearly, Buddha was not a historical Buddha (and certainly not “the” historical Buddha of some modern scholars and Buddhists), but an epistemic Buddha. Throughout the Buddhist world, the word of the Buddha is considered equivalent to truth and vice versa. Hence, the famous statement that “whatever is well said [i.e., true] was said by the Buddha.” (p. 97)



IV. The Transgressive Scriptures

It is a common failing of students of history to treat historical subjects as if they stepped out of their (very dry, boring) textbooks, and therefore had no sense of humor. This is especially fraught in the study of Tantra, where many of the scripture authors are actively fucking with you and having a great time.

Even worse, the Tantric scriptures are keen to joke about all the things which would get you thrown out of a dinner party. Even the briefest reading could not escape statements advocating disgusting actions and utterly perverse morals; instructions to eat shit and human flesh with a smile, to commit murder and adultery, to lie and steal. The Hevajra Tantra says explicitly,


“you should kill living beings, speak lying words, take what is not given, consort with the women of others,”



actions which break four of the five lay precepts by which all Buddhists live. Making sense of these practices and statements (Wedemeyer calls them ‘antisocial and antinomian’) requires going beyond surface language and understanding the whole system of symbols and meanings in which they were made. Only then will you be in on the joke.

The main object of this analysis are the five meats and five ambrosias: Wedemeyer lists them as beef, dog, elephant, horse and human flesh; and feces, urine, blood, semen and marrow, though different traditions have minor variations. The scriptures are replete with descriptions and instructions of their consumption, often in ritual environments, and much contemporary scholarship remains at the level of asking if these things were literally done, or else wondering what delicacies they secretly encoded. The former takes a literalist perspective and accuses the latter, figurativist scholarship of trying to sanitize the tantras (written by and for libertine laypeople) for a monastic audience, which criticizes the former as unsophisticated, their minds in the gutter. Keep that lay/monastic divide in mind, we’ll come back to it in the final section.

To the point of the figurativists, see the quote above from the Hevajra Tantra, which after recommending, “you should kill living beings, speak lying words, take what is not given, consort with the women of others” turns around and interprets these statements to mean that one “kills living beings” by “developing one-pointed cognition by destroying the life-breath of discursive thought;” that one lies by vowing to save all sentient beings; and so on. (pp. 109-110). This is a core rhetorical tactic of the Tantras. Yet the figurativists cannot sit easy, as other texts invite literal readings, and the ancient Indian scholar Candrakīrti’s writing on Tantric hermeneutics retains literal readings as one of six forms of interpretation.

Even apparently straightforward literal readings can fall apart with a bit of context, such as a half-verse from the Guhyasamāja Tantra,


“one should always smear feces, urine, water, and so on, in order to worship the Victors.” (p. 111).



which would appear to be just more tantric disgustingness. But the gloss makes it clear that, in this case, these are cow feces and urine, perfectly normal ingredients in Indian purification rituals. Wedemeyer expresses his own distaste for excessively literal readings from fellow scholars.


“Bhattacharyya’s suggestion that [the meats and ambrosias] were delicious luxuries much desired by a repressed Buddhist ecclesia could not be further from the mark. I do not believe we are justified in maintaining that they appear in the Tantras merely because they are tasty and the monks were seeking scriptural legitimation for an exotic barbeque.” (p. 119)



A more thorough examination reveals that these statements are neither exactly literal nor exactly figurative; Wedemeyer goes a meta-level up, from purely denotative to connotative language, and specifically to connotative semiotics, by which a complete sign (signifier+signified) becomes the signified component of a larger sign. He gives an example pulled from Barthes, the Latin phrase quia ego nominor leo, which means ‘because my name is lion.’ In purely denotative language, the phrase is the signifier, a particular statement about one’s name is the signified, and the whole thing together is a sign. But here, in this connotative system, that sign is the signifier which points to another signified, the ultimate goal of communication; which in this case, is a grammatical example. Quia ego nominor leo is an example of predicate agreement.

[image: ]

This sort of communication is not the domain of professional linguists, but a formalization of the kind of language ordinary people use every day to deliver higher-order messages which would be invisible to one who can only perceive denotative language. Its content is defined by intention, but that intention is obscured by the process of signification, and that creates an ambiguous space in which sophisticated communicators, like the tantric authors, can work.

The meats and ambrosias frequently appear in the sādhana rituals, which in the Tantric context are self-creation rituals in which the practitioner leaves behind their self-perception as mundane and ordinary and instead kills and resurrects themselves as a divine, enlightened being. The question then arises, why would the ritual be accompanied by such disgusting things?

Consider that the disgustingness of these meats and ambrosias is considerably culturally dependent; all were disgusting to ancient Indians, but to a modern Westerner beef is perfectly normal, and marrow is in some places a delicacy (I’ve had some absolutely delicious marrow), and to Italians horsemeat is no strange thing. Both consider dog to be a repulsive thing to eat, but for different reasons; Indians considered dogs among the dirtiest of animals, while Westerners find eating their treasured pets near-sacrilegious. The consumption of animal blood exists the world over, such as blood pudding, or the Mongol practice of mixing mare’s milk and blood on the trail, and the discussion of semen must wait for the X-rated cut of this review.

This list of ten meats and ambrosias does not represent the author’s individual distaste, it’s a list which specifically and intentionally breaks every standard of Indian ritual purity. This becomes doubly clear through textual analysis showing that the meats and ambrosias overwhelmingly show up in the context of eating them or offering them to divinities, the two contexts where Indian religious culture is most paranoid about purity. The tantric authors are deliberately and precisely pushing the buttons of their target audience: educated monastics with deeply ingrained purity standards.

(“Wait, I thought you said these scriptures were written by and for lay people?” Put it in your back pocket, we’re getting there.)

The higher-order context of this conversation is the duality of purity and pollution. Now remember that the ultimate goal of tantric practice is the attainment of non-dual gnosis (advayajñāna), an enlightened state in which the inherent properties of things (as good/evil, pure/polluting, mundane/divine) are shown to be illusory. The ritual consumption and offering of the meats and ambrosias performs this transgression and transcendence on the purity/pollution axis, while the sādhana ritual does it on the mundane/divine axis.


As oneself, so an enemy/As one’s mother, so a whore/As urine, so wine/As food, so shit/As sweet-smelling camphor, so the stench from the ritually-impure/As words of praise, so revolting words/As pleasure, so pain. (from Nāgārjuna’s Pañcrakrama, cited p. 122)



These are the same strategies employed in modern marketing; the denotative sign is a medium through which to communicate feelings of comfort, or excitement, or attractiveness, etc., cf anything written by the Last Psychiatrist. When communicating such slippery ideas, this sort of higher-order messaging is more effective than plain-spoken persuasion. You can get a practitioner to chant mantras about embodying adamantine voidness all day, but they won’t experience that state without a little push.

This becomes even clearer in the context of ritual. Wedemeyer pulls out a verse from the Guhyasamāja Tantra, one so infamously transgressive it deserves to be quoted in full:


…the Lord Buddha Vajradhara teaches the assembled buddhas and bodhisattvas that “even those who commit great sins such as the inexpiable sins (ānantarya) will be successful in this buddha vehicle, the great ocean of the Universal Vehicle (mahāyāna).” Further, he teaches that those who violate the most basic Buddhist precepts—who take life, lie, steal, and are sex-maniacs—and even, notably, those who eat feces and drink urine, are considered by him to be “fit for the sādhana” (bhavyās te khalu sādhane). In a final flourish, he informs the assembly that those who commit incest with mother, sister, or daughter, will “attain vast success,” while the one who makes love to the Buddha’s own mother will attain buddhahood. At the conclusion of this pithy teaching, the bodhisattvas in attendance are said to have been “amazed and astonished.” Why, they ask, is this bad speech (durbhāṣita) being spoken in the midst of the enlightened assembly? To this query, the buddhas in attendance reply that they should not speak so: That this is the pure teaching of all the buddhas. Upon hearing this reply, the bodhisattvas are so overwhelmed that they actually pass out, whereupon the Lord has to rouse them by the light rays of the meditative samādhi called (notably) the space-like nondual vajra (ākāśasamatādvayavajra). (p. 127)



Elsewhere similar stories recur of rituals whose method is the slaying of living beings, theft of jewels and slander of buddhas, and whose ultimate goal is the instance of non-dual experience. It is crucial that Tantra is not interested in transgression for its own sake, or even for the power it can reclaim, in the manner of e.g. Satanism. Nor is it, as scholars like Davidson allege, covering for the libertinism of late-millennium monks. They are complex systems of signification dedicated to experiencing and understanding an especially slippery anti-meme: non-conceptual non-dual gnosis.

V. A Tale of Two Tantras

Modern scholarship runs into problems with interpreting ritual thanks to overlooked terms of art. A term of art is a phrase which has both a technical meaning within a particular system and a vulgar meaning outside of it. It is especially unfortunate that the misinterpreted term is ‘practice’ (caryā) itself. The term is pervasive, and frequently occurs in compound with the term vrata, meaning religious observance, where the two are treated as synonyms, and their ordering is irrelevant.


What, then, is the caryāvrata? In short, in the nondualist Tantric literature of the Buddhist Mahāyoga and Yoginī Tantras, this term and its equivalents come to encapsulate virtually all those features that have come most strongly to be associated with Tantrism (or so-called “Siddha Tantrism”) in the modern mind: Sex, to be sure, but also eerie places (cemeteries, lonely fearsome forests, etc.), eccentric dress, and ecstatic behavior, including the wholesale rejection of the mainstream practices of exoteric Indian religion. (p. 138)



Wedemeyer collates the instances of the term across many scriptures and identifies four consistent requirements of the practice:


[They foreground:] (a) liminal, isolated spaces, and (b) funereal and horrific items of dress. They further consistently (c) advocate certain behaviors (sex, wandering, commensality, song and dance, and consumption of meats, alcohols, and bodily fluids) and (d) proscribe others (recitation, meditation, worship, burnt offerings, textuality, image devotion, and attention to astrological auspiciousness). (p. 138)



These categories of place, dress, recommended and prohibited behavior are the same as in typical, non-transgressive texts. The signature accouterments of Tantric practice, such as charnel grounds, deep woods, skull-bowls and unbound hair, make consistent appearance. Throughout, the practitioner, or vratin, is told to disregard notions of desirable/undesirable, pure/impure, appropriate/inappropriate. These places, dresses and behaviors are precisely those which invert traditional purity norms, and those it proscribes are exactly the ones performed in ordinary, non-transgressive practice.

Was this how Tantra was practiced ‘on the ground’? Not quite. Contrary to Tibetan scriptures, the Indian scriptures only recommend the practice to extremely advanced practitioners far along the bodhisattva path. Nor is it a regular, hum-drum practice compatible with day-to-day life, lay or monastic, but a special practice intended to be performed within a particular time frame, usually six months, and in seclusion.

That is, where the Tantric scriptures refer to caryāvrata or vratacaryā, they do not refer simply to a practice, but to the capital-P Practice, which is exclusive with daily, non-transgressive Buddhist practice. These were not the daily experience of most Indian tantrikas but instead the rituals of the religious elite within those communities. With this knowledge, we can blow open the mistaken narratives of Tantra which opened this review.

In particular, we turn our attention to the claim that there were two separate communities of Tantric Buddhists: one composed of socially marginal, long-haired siddhis (lit. ‘accomplished ones’), who reveled in the transgressions of Tantra, and the other of repressed monastics who sought to suppress the former group while bowdlerizing their practices. These communities, contrasted as siddhas vs institutional Buddhists, were, in fact, integrated.

In retrospect, it is difficult to see how it could have been otherwise; the transgressive, nondualist Tantras are deeply aware of and concerned with the non-transgressive, dualist Tantras, often including nontransgressive rituals within their scriptures, and the transgressive rituals are their precise and deliberate inversions. If these two were merely different factions of Tantra, one institutional and one siddha, we could not expect that the latter would have such a precise knowledge of the inner workings of the former, and we would not expect it to be so keenly obsessed with inverting it, rather than just doing its own thing. The siddha Tantras only make sense within the structure of the institutions. They could only have been written by a practitioner far advanced along the conventional, monastic path, and Wedemeyer takes time to demonstrate how the popular image of a Vajrayāna practitioner included the traditional apparel of fully-ordained monks, how the intended audiences of the transgressive scriptures were intimate with metaphors of monastic life and discipline and how the siddha scriptures were spread throughout Asia by monastic missionaries.


There would be no reason to reject recitation of scripture, respecting monks, caitya worship, mantra recitation, and so on, if that was not already the tacitly accepted order of the day. Indeed, for every one of these radical injunctions, one could cite chapter and verse of a dualistic Tantra that says exactly the opposite; and—one may be certain—so could the authors of the nondualist scriptures. (p. 177)



Which is not to say laypeople were not at all involved; the actual state of Indian Buddhism did not consist merely of professional monastics and amateur laypeople, but also included many lay practitioners (upāsaka) who were very diligent and erudite, who learned the monastic arts even as they dwelt in the world of illusion, and who in some cases became respected teachers without ever taking vows, even taking monks as students. They were members of a para-monastic community, not a freestanding one, and certainly not opposed to the monasteries.

That is, the practitioners of the transgressive tantras in late-millennium India were Buddhist professionals, often, but not exclusively, monastics, and not marginal practitioners, but elites, their geniuses and virtuosi, temporarily contriving a socially marginalized identity and transgressive religious practice as the capstone of their orthodox, renunciative Buddhist path. While there were many Tantras in that time and place, they were not divided into such crude factions, for the siddhas were the greatest graduates of the institutions.

Along with this notion of two factions, other narratives of Tantra go up in smoke. The Bachofen-inspired assertion of a primitive and indigenous mother lineage of Tantra, seen in David Chapman’s statement,


“In the earliest days—according to the traditional histories—women were the primary teachers of tantra. Only later did men seize control; and only later than that did monks get involved,”



are shown to be matters of visionary history, not objective history, perfectly suitable for practitioners, but not for history textbooks. Assertions that Tantra was a degenerative force which led to the decline of Buddhism in India, or that it was a medievalist superstition resulting from the fall of a prior classical religion, are likewise dissolved.

In order to attain non-duality, one must first pass through and master duality. A poor person renouncing wealth is meaningless, but a wealthy person doing the same has great meaning. A marginal tribesman acting in disgusting and improper ways is just another Tuesday, but a high-caste Buddhist professional doing the same performs a daring and religiously significant act. Yet to assume that these transgressions were intended to overturn the social order is naive; more often than not, they upheld, negotiated and maintained existing structures. Bruce Lincoln notes:


For all that inversion can be an effective instrument of agitation… dominant orders are capable of employing their own symbolic inversions…. To be sure it is a powerful act to turn the world upside down, but a simple 180-degree rotation is not difficult to undo. An order twice inverted is an order restored, perhaps even strengthened as a result of the exercise. (cited p. 189)



One traverses from form to emptiness, then returns to form and integrates it with emptiness. The conventional order is shown to be void, and then arises again from voidness. Thus I have heard.






Memories of My Life by Francis Galton

Some people get famous for discovering one thing, like Gregor Mendel. Some people get super famous for discovering several things, like Einstein and Newton.

So surely if one person came up with a ton of different things––say, correlation, standard deviation, regression to the mean, “nature vs. nurture,” questionnaires, twin studies, the wisdom of the crowd, fingerprinting, the first map of Namibia, synesthesia, weather maps, anticyclones, the best method to cut a round cake, and eugenics––they’d be super DUPER famous.

But most people have never heard of Sir Francis Galton (1822-1911). Psychologists still use many of the tools he developed, but the textbooks barely mention him. Charles Darwin, Galton’s half-cousin, seems to get a new biography every other year; Galton has had three in 100 years.

Galton's disappearance from collective memory would have been surprising to his contemporaries. Karl Pearson (of regression coefficient fame) thought Galton might ultimately be bigger than Darwin or Mendel:


Twenty years ago, no one would have questioned which was the greater man [...] If Darwinism is to survive the open as well as covert attacks of the Mendelian school, it will only be because in the future a new race of biologists will arise trained up in Galtonian method and able to criticise from that standpoint both Darwinism and Mendelism, for both now transcend any treatment which fails to approach them with adequate mathematical knowledge [...] Darwinism needs the complement of Galtonian method before it can become a demonstrable truth…



So I’m here to un-disappear Francis Galton and see what I can learn from his autobiography. To be honest, I expected Memories of My Life to be pretty dry. And while the whole book is written in stately Victorian prose, it’s jam-packed with outrageous tales. There are adventures in uncharted lands, accidental poisonings, brushes with pandemics, some dabbling in vivisection, self-induced madness, a dash of blood and gore, and some poo humor for the lads. And, ultimately, a chance to wonder whether moral truth exists and how to find it.

Brand name genes

Galton, as he and his biographers will tell you, comes from “exceptionally good stock.” His ancestors had a penchant for generating Wikipedia pages, including the “Ulysses of the Highlands”, a prominent Quaker apologist, and a “celebrated pedestrian” who was famous for such feats as “walking 110 miles in a muddy park” and maybe being the rightful king of Scotland. Galton’s paternal grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, wrote an early theory of evolution that was later revised by grandson, Charles. Galton’s father wrote a book about currency for fun. Aunt Schimmelpenninck authored “several notable memoirs and biographies.”

The Galton family fortune came mainly from Grandpa Samuel “John” Galton’s gun business, which put him at odds with his peace-loving Quaker neighbors. He may have been the first guy to argue that “actually, guns are good," as he wrote to the local Quaker meeting when they tried to kick him out:


No reflecting Person will contend that the Manufacture of Fire Arms has ever been the Cause, or Occasion of any War; it is a consequence only, but not a Cause:---Neither can it be admitted that the Calamities of War have been increased thereby,---all History, both sacred and profane, prove the reverse---Those horrid Contests, since the invention of Fire Arms, are universally allowed to have been less sanguinary, and less ferocious.



Francis Galton’s gene pool is so thick with somebodies, he seems destined to become one himself. That’s his nature; what about his nurture?

Galton grows up aristocratically tutored by his older sister Adele:


She had spinal curvature, and was obliged to lie all day on her back upon a board, and was thus cut off from the romps and companionship of her sisters, though all were greatly attached to her. She hailed my arrival into the world as a fairy gift, and begged hard to be allowed to consider me as her sole ward, and in her simple way educated herself as best she could in order to be able to teach me. Her idea of education at that time was to teach the Bible as a verbally inspired book, to cultivate memory, to make me learn the merest rudiments of Latin, and above all a great deal of English verse. This she did effectually, and the result was that she believed, and succeeded in making others believe, that I was a sort of infant prodigy.



Galton then spends some time first in larger traditional schools and then in smaller schools where a couple boys live with a headmaster. He hates most of this because he just wants to read books and do math and science and they make him learn grammar instead. The only bright spot is one time when he saw a boy eat a live frog, which, he says, was rad:


…a gaunt, dyspeptic-looking boy, performed the following feat to our terror and admiration, as we crowded round him to see it. He took a frog by its hind feet, opened his wide mouth and dropped the frog's fore-feet on his tongue. The frog struggled to get free, and at the critical moment the hind legs were let go, and down went the frog, head foremost, into his gullet. He was our hero for the time; none other dared to attempt the same feat.



At 16, Galton’s parents decide he should be a doctor. His medical training consists of following doctors around, mixing up potions, stitching up busted heads, relocating arms, and pulling teeth. While apprenticing at a hospital, he supplements his daily training by trying every medicine on himself in alphabetical order. He stops after he takes two drops of croton oil and shits himself so bad that he still remembers it fifty years later.

Life-changing diarrhea aside, Galton’s education up to this point seems pretty ideal. He’s tutored intensely by a precocious teenager, spends enough time in regular school to learn how to relate to other kids, and then he shadows doctors and tries out actual doctor stuff.

Galton then goes to Cambridge, which is mainly a chance for him to mix with other scions of the gentry. He then overexerts himself by, I guess, reading too hard? He’s not clear exactly what happened, but he suffers a total mental breakdown and ends up taking a “poll degree,” the 1800s equivalent of a gentleman’s C. He’s in good company though; Charles Darwin did the same thing.

Shortly after Galton graduates, his father dies and leaves him enough money that it’s clear Galton will never have to work again. He dispenses with the idea of being a doctor and prepares to become a gentleman instead.
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The knowing look of a guy who’s seen somebody eat a live frog

Brother can you spare a paradigm

What’s a young, wealthy aristocrat to do in 1844? Explore the world, of course. In Galton’s time, you could contribute to scientific knowledge by simply walking in one direction until you went off the map.


Blank spaces in the map of the world were then both large and numerous, and the positions of many towns, rivers, and notable districts were untrustworthy. The whole interior of South Africa and much of that of North Africa were quite unknown to civilised man. Similarly as regards that of the great continent of Australia. The unknown geography of the North Polar regions preserved some of the earlier glamour attached to the possibility of finding a navigable North-West passage from England to China, which inspection of the globe shows to be far shorter than that round the Cape. The South Polar regions had only been touched here and there. The geography of Central Asia was in great confusion, the true position of many places familiar in ancient history being most uncertain, while vast areas remained wholly unexplored, in the common sense of that word. It was a time when the ideas of persons interested in geography were in a justifiable state of ferment.



This is the excitement of a paradigm that has yet to be mined. Productive scientific paradigms––even as simple as an unfilled globe––create eras of roaring research, like physics in the 1920s, which the physicist Paul Dirac described as a time when “even second-rate physicists could make first-rate discoveries.”

Not that Galton was second-rate. He’s a savant at devising the “shifts and contrivances” of exploration, which he codifies in The Art of Travel, a how-to book for the Victorian on the go. It’s got everything: how to figure out which vegetables are edible (eat what the birds eat), treat blistered feet (spirits and tallow), and take a strong man prisoner (threaten him with your gun, get him on the ground, uncap the gun so he can’t use it, tie his thumbs together while you hold a knife in your mouth, then tie his wrists). There’s even a comprehensive list of everything a traveling party should take with them into the bush. Don’t forget your nipple-wrench and your 100 pounds of beads! The book is actually pretty fascinating and if you’d like to hear it read aloud in a variety of accents, you can.

Galton also travels extensively in Europe and the Middle East, and in a plot twist achingly familiar to anyone reading today, constantly runs into quarantines for various plagues. Traveling in the 19th century sounds like being stuck forever in Spring 2020:


The laws of quarantine were curiously minute. Metal, such as a coin, was not supposed to be so deeply infected but that a simple washing would purify it; paper must be pricked and fumigated; but clothing had to undergo as much quarantine as the wearer, and even more, as will be seen later on. It was ruled that if any part of a cloth or fabric of fibres was touched by a person in quarantine, the whole of it became equally tainted.



Getting out of quarantine is a production, then as now:


The process of giving “pratique” was amusing. We were drawn up in a row, and the medical officer walked up and down sternly scrutinising us. Then he gave the order of “Put out your tongues." which we all did simultaneously, and he passed along the line at two paces distance from it, looking at our tongues. Then he added, "Do exactly as I do," whereupon he clapped himself sharply under the left armpit with his right hand, and under the right armpit with the left hand. Similarly on the left and right groins. This was to prove that none of the glandular swellings that give the name of "bubonic" plague were there, otherwise the pain of the performance would have been intolerable. Then, with a sudden change from a stern aspect, he put on a most friendly and courteous smile, and stepping forwards he shook each of us cordially by the hand, and we were freed.



Just like today, there’s always someone ready to make a buck off of disease restrictions:


There was a curious custom at Trieste of “making Spoglio," as they phrased it [...] We were inspected by the doctor, and then directed to the edge of a covered quay, opposite to which was another quay where old-clothes men displayed their wares; a strip of sea water, perhaps 4 or 5 feet deep and 20 wide, separated the two quays. A bargain had to be made with one of the old clothes men by shouting across the water. I was to leave everything I had on me, excepting coin or other metal, and papers which were about to be fumigated, in exchange for the offered clothes. When the bargain was concluded I stripped, plunged in, and emerged on the opposite quay stark naked, to be newly clothed and to receive freedom.



The public outrage, the hygiene theater––it’s all relatable even 150 years later:


...the Governor of the Quarantine, or whatever his title may have been, relaxed his restrictions on my behalf so greatly as to call down severe newspaper criticism on his acts of favouritism. In fact, we made a champagne picnic together in two boats, under the sole condition of the party in the one not touching any one in the other.



Quarantine policy and the science behind it was a huge flashpoint at the time. Instead of anti-vaxxers, the 19th century had anti-contagionists. The twist: the anti-contagionists were the ones trusting the science. At the time, most scientists thought it was obvious that diseases did not spread primarily by tiny little organisms because everybody knew you could get sick without getting close to a sick person. Progressives hated contagionism because reducing disease to germs ignored poverty’s role in public health, and merchants hated it because it legitimized quarantines, which slowed down shipping. It was hard to argue with anti-contagionists because they were always doing things like swallowing bouillon laced with cholera and then not getting sick. Contagionism won in the end, of course, but this helps explain why Galton would have found these quarantines amusing.

Not surprisingly, infectious disease plagues Galton’s life. People he knows are constantly taking ill for weeks, and Galton himself catches a flu in Beirut that reoccurs until he dies.

An active scientific paradigm––in this case, a globe with some missing pieces––also serves a social purpose: it jumpstarts scientific careers. Galton’s explorations earn him entry into the Royal Society and the British Association, crowning him as a man of science. He spends the rest of his life hanging out with smart chaps, dabbling in every discipline known to man, giving lectures, and serving as a sort of scientific Sherlock Holmes who investigates potential quackery. He also gets together with his friends and pretends to be a lion:


Among the features of the Association meetings was the “Red Lion” Club, in which clever buffoonery was freely indulged [...] The governing idea was that its members were really lions, acquainted with one another, who had met by chance, during their prowls, in a town where strange proceedings were in progress. The speakers described what they had witnessed, speaking as it were from a superior and leonine pedestal.



Designer's eyes and experimenter’s urge

In these years, Galton demonstrates two virtues that are worth studying and emulating, which I call designer’s eyes and experimenter’s urge.

I was having coffee with a friend at a café this morning, and our table was wobbly and our coffee was spilling everywhere. My solution would have been to try to sit really still and not knock the table. My friend instead wadded up a napkin and lodged it under the uneven leg. That’s designer’s eyes: seeing possibilities for making the world righter.

Galton does a lot more than fix wobbly tables. For instance, he realizes that we’re cutting round cakes all wrong. Everybody cuts a slice of cake like they’re making a Pac-Man:
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But if you don’t eat all the cake right away, the insides dry out. Instead, you should cut a radial slice out of the middle like this:
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And then push the halves together like this:
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Thus protecting the moist insides. This was the state of the art until Tupperware, and in Galton’s day, it was enough to get you published in Nature.

And that’s just a taste; Galton is always collecting insights and ginning up clever contrivances. He notices that when a bunch of people guess the weight of an ox, the average of their estimates tends to be very accurate; this is the first formal observation of the wisdom of the crowd. He devises the first reliable method for taking and comparing fingerprints, which then goes into use all over India. He invents the Galton board for visualizing the normal distribution and invents percentile scores for ranking people on things like grip strength.

He also designs a secret system for keeping track of all the hotties he sees:


I may here speak of some attempts by myself, made hitherto in too desultory a way, to obtain materials for a “Beauty-Map” of the British Isles [...] I use a needle mounted as a pricker, wherewith to prick holes, unseen, in a piece of paper, torn rudely into a cross with a long leg. I use its upper end for "good," the cross-arm for "medium," the lower end for "bad." The prick-holes keep distinct, and are easily read off at leisure. The object, place, and date are written on the paper. I used this plan for my beauty data, classifying the girls I passed in streets or elsewhere.



Look, designer's eyes can be used for good or ill. It’s up to you.

Galton complements designer's eyes with the experimenter’s urge: the itch to, quite literally, fuck around and find out. Here’s a few highlights of Galton’s many experiments, studies, and investigations:


	Tries to learn arithmetic by smell, succeeds

	Worships a puppet to see if he can convince himself it has godlike powers, succeeds

	Tries to consciously control all of his automatic bodily processes, nearly suffocates

	Hears animal magnetism is all the rage, learns it in secret (it’s illegal), magnetizes 80 people

	Replaces the blood of a silver-grey rabbit with the blood of a lop-eared rabbit to see if it can still breed (it can)

	Tells himself that everyone is spying on him to see if he can make himself insane, succeeds

	Makes a walking stick with a hidden high-pitched whistle inside it, takes it to the zoo and whistles at all the animals (most don’t care, but the lions hate it)



Of course, it can’t all be arithmetic by smell and whistling at zoo animals. There’s been a shadow hanging over Galton’s life this whole time, and we must reckon with it. Gather ‘round kids, it’s time to talk about eugenics.

Sadly, eugenics


The publication in 1859 of the Origin of Species by Charles Darwin made a marked epoch in my own mental development, as it did in that of human thought generally. Its effect was to demolish a multitude of dogmatic barriers by a single stroke, and to arouse a spirit of rebellion against all ancient authorities whose positive and unauthenticated statements were contradicted by modern science.



Inspired by his half-cousin, Galton starts investigating the secrets of the great families. He studies a big book of biographies, bugs Royal Society members about their family histories (inventing the questionnaire in the process), compares twins (inventing the twin study in the process), and concludes that human traits are heritable. Galton claims this was quite controversial:


The current views on Heredity were at that time so vague and contradictory that it is difficult to summarise them both justly and briefly. Speaking generally, most authors agreed that all bodily and some mental qualities were inherited by brutes, but they refused to believe the same of man. Moreover, theologians made a sharp distinction between the body and mind of man, on purely dogmatic grounds [...] the subject of human heredity had never been squarely faced, and opinions were lax. It seems hardly credible now that even the word heredity was then considered fanciful and unusual.



Galton publishes the early part of his work in Hereditary Genius. Darwin, by the way, loves it:


My dear Galton [...] I do not think I ever in all my life read anything more interesting and original — and how well and clearly you put every point! [...] You have made a convert of an opponent in one sense, for I have always maintained that, excepting fools, men did not differ much in intellect, only in zeal and hard work; and I still think this is an eminently important difference. I congratulate you on producing what I am convinced will prove a memorable work.



Galton later claims that he got the idea for eugenics as soon as he started thinking about heredity. It might seem like a big leap from “human traits are heritable” to “we should stop unfit people from reproducing and make fit people reproduce more.” To Galton, however, those are the same thing. He just figures it will take some time to get everybody on board with eugenics:


There are three stages to be passed through: (1) It must be made familiar as an academic question, until its exact importance has been understood and accepted as a fact. (2) It must be recognized as a subject whose practical development deserves serious consideration. (3) It must be introduced into the national conscience, like a new religion.



“Eugenics” is one of those words that has come to refer to lots of things, some of them reasonable (a preference for healthy sperm donors) and some of them terrible (ethnic cleansing). Galton doesn’t go full genocide, but he’s pretty far on the terrible side. We get the clearest picture of his eugenic vision in his unpublished novel The Eugenic College of Kantsaywhere, told from the point of view of a professor who goes to visit a country run entirely on eugenic principles. Government officials in Kantsaywhere scrutinize everything about children and immigrants, including lung capacity, singing ability, number of scars, and, of course, ancestry. The people who earn high marks get showered in subsidies if they choose to marry each other; the people who earn low marks are forbidden to have children, pressured to leave, and subjected to “social disapprobation, fine, excommunication as by boycott, deportation, and life-long segregation” if they stay and have kids. One of the great pastimes of Kantsaywhere is, uh, getting a family composite photograph made. And if that’s not dystopian enough for you, the whole thing is run by academic deans.

(We don’t have the full draft of Kantsaywhere because one of Galton’s nieces destroyed half of it; apparently she found the “love-episodes too absurdly unreal.”)

This vision of a eugenic society is hardly surprising coming from a guy who is descended from, surrounded by, and obsessed with familial prominence. For example, here are some things he mentions about his wife:


	Her father was the headmaster of a fancy school

	Her brother became the head of Trinity College, Cambridge

	Her nephew became the Foreign Secretary to the Indian Government

	Her niece was first in her class in history at Oxford



Here are some things he doesn’t mention:


	His wife’s name

	Anything else about her



(In fact, Galton’s wife is a total nonentity in his memoir. He doesn’t even remark on her death in 1897, 14 years before his own. For someone so obsessed with smart people reproducing, it’s worth noting that he and his wife never have kids. Someone more Freudian than me should write a dissertation about that.)

Can we do better than Galton did?

There's no mystery in how Galton comes up with eugenics, nor why he thinks it’s great. The real mystery is why Galton doesn’t realize anybody would disagree, or that eventually people would find the ideas in Kantsaywhere downright vile. The guy who endows the Eugenics Laboratory at University College London and proclaims it will be a “permanent success” would be flabbergasted to find UCL expunging his name from campus. Galton saw beyond his time in statistics, psychology, meteorology, anthropology, geography, and biology––why couldn’t he see beyond it in morality? Is there no such thing as genius for knowing right from wrong?

There are a few possibilities worth considering.

1. Maybe moral truths aren’t like scientific truths; maybe they don’t exist, or they aren’t accessible through rational inquiry. Maybe it’s nonsensical to talk about moral progress because it’s all fads and fashions and there’s no way to tell who’s right and who’s wrong. (Though exiling people for having insufficient lung capacity seems pretty clear-cut to me.) That’s too big to tackle here, and Galton’s autobiography certainly isn’t going to settle it.

2. Maybe Galton was living in a zeitgeist that was simply too thick to see through. When Galton was born in 1822, Europe had just survived the devastating Napoleonic Wars, England's GDP per capita was about £2,320, and your transportation options were foot, boat, or horse. When Galton died in 1911, England had enjoyed a generation without a major war, GDP per capita had more than doubled to £5,180, and you could zip around the country on 20,000 miles of railroad. Scientific discoveries were happening at a breakneck pace: electromagnetism! Germ theory! The periodic table! The modern world had arrived, and England was its queen. If you’re sitting on top of all this, you’re not going to question the deep structures of society, because the deep structures of society are working perfectly well for you.

3. Perhaps seeing the horrifying implications of eugenics is actually pretty easy, but everybody with insight was kept out of the conversation. Nobody was going to listen to what the “unfit” had to say about the whole eugenics thing, and it’s pretty hard to write op-eds when you’re busy dying in Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fires. Monocultures make for pretty dismal discourse, which is why when Galton suggests in an op-ed that Chinese people should colonize Africa and replace all the "lazy, palavering savages" with "industrious, order loving” Chinese people, the angry reply he gets is not “that’s heinous” but “you idiot, Chinese people are the lazy ones.”

4. Maybe moral reasoning requires different talents than scientific reasoning and Galton simply didn’t have them. At no point in his 323-page memoir does Galton seem to contemplate morality at all. For instance, he relates this gruesome anecdote from his travels in what is now Namibia:


A branch missionary outpost, twenty miles off, had lately been raided, and most of the people, other than the missionaries themselves, murdered. Of those who escaped, two women, each with both of their feet hacked off, made their way to the station, at which I saw them. The Damara women wear heavy copper rings on their ankles, put on when they are growing girls that the rings may not slip over their feet when they are adult. These coveted treasures can therefore be obtained only by the summary process of cutting off the feet. In this horribly mutilated state the two women crawled the whole of the twenty miles. The stumps had healed when I saw them. I asked how they stanched the blood. They explained by gesture that it was by stumping the bleeding ends into the sand, and they grinned with satisfaction while they explained.



Galton’s reaction to seeing two women who have crawled 20 miles to safety after having both of their feet amputated is not sadness, anger, or sympathy. He doesn’t wonder about the justice of a world where such a thing could happen, or whether we should aspire to a world where it doesn’t. Instead, he’s curious: “Hey, how did you stop all that bleeding?”

Similarly, when Galton encounters a slave trader on his Middle Eastern travels, apparently his first question is “Ooh how does taking slaves work?”


Another personage was a middle-aged and rather mild-looking individual, who possessed little more than a sword, and was on his way to Abyssinia, where some fighting was expected with neighbouring savage tribes. He proposed to take part in it, and to make his profit from the slaves he captured. He was an old hand at this, and his businesslike account of the process was explicit. It was a moot question with him on each occasion when a man had been captured, whether to mutilate him at once or not. If so, the man was apt to die, and would certainly require costly attention for a long time; on the other hand, if he recovered, his market value was greatly increased. I shall have a little to say later on of some results of the particular slave- hunting expedition which this worthy person went to join.



When Galton sees this man again, he has indeed taken several women as slaves. “The girls were delighted to talk to us of places, known to them as well as to ourselves,” Galton relates. "They seemed as merry as possible at the prospect of being sold, and of soon finding, each of them, a master and a home.”

I should note that “slavery is bad” was a cold take in 1844, when this all took place. The UK banned the slave trade in 1807 and banned slavery outright in 1833, the culmination of 50 years of antislavery efforts. The fact that Galton grew up in the midst of an abolitionist revolution and thought a slave trader was a “worthy pesrson,” suggests, to me, some weak moral faculties.

5. Maybe the moral understanding required to assess eugenics is far more advanced than the scientific understanding required to create eugenics. Galton made scientific leaps in several fields, but all of his work was legible to his colleagues, so maybe the leaps weren’t actually all that big. In contrast, maybe proposing something like “people should have a right to reproduce no matter how ‘fit’ they are” to the people of 1883 would have been like giving a caveman an iPhone; they just wouldn’t get it.

If that sounds wild, consider that it’s pretty hard to find any opposition to eugenics for several decades after Galton coined the term. This social history doesn’t mention significant resistance to eugenics before the 1930s. This Science article from 1939 is a little bemused that anybody could possibly oppose eugenics. Find the Wikipedia page of your favorite Progressive Era hero and CTRL-F “eugenics”––it’s easy to find supporters (W.E.B. DuBois, Margaret Sanger) and hard to find detractors. It was an era when the guy who invented cornflakes was also hosting national conferences on “race betterment.” Being ahead of his time on the morality of eugenics would have required Galton to peer half a century into the future.

Or maybe even further. You might think something like forced sterilization, one of the nastiest parts of eugenics, fell out of favor after World War II. But forced sterilizations were common in the US until the 1970s, and California may have been pressuring female prisoners into getting tubal ligations as recently as 2010. I can’t find more recent polling data, but it seems like even 30 years ago people thought forced sterilization was fine in at least some cases:
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Some of the questions around eugenics are complicated, but I’ll go out on a limb and say it’s bad for the government to sterilize people.

6. One last theory: eugenics seemed good in the past because the posters made it look like a very chill music festival.
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I hear the Grateful Dead are headlining Eugenicsfest 2022

I lay out these possibilities not because I want to figure out how harshly we should judge Galton (who cares, he’s dead), but because I want to know whether we can do better than him at predicting our moral futures. If we emblazon our names on campus buildings today, will our grandchildren one day campaign to remove them?

If morality is merely fashion, we shouldn’t be surprised when our descendants condemn us. But if the arc of the moral universe really does bend toward justice, I have some hope that we would not be as surprised by the morality of the future as Galton would be by the morality of today.

For one, maybe our zeitgeist is thinner than Galton’s was. Our times are neither as tranquil as the Victorian England where Galton hatched his ideas, nor as calamitous as the Third Reich where they were taken to their ultimate conclusions. Maybe golden ages and dark ages both allow extreme ideas to grow unchecked, either out of irrational exuberance or out of desperation. We seem to be living through something in between, so maybe we can see a little clearer.

For another, public discourse is now open to anyone who wants to make a Twitter account and start shouting. If today you proposed something ludicrous like “China should colonize Africa,” you would no doubt hear from some actual Chinese and African people. Maybe letting everybody yell as much as they want provides a more robust immune response to bad ideas than they had in Galton’s day.

Plus, if morality is anything like a technology, we’re 100 years more advanced than Galton. Philosophy isn’t exactly cumulative in the way that physics is, and yet people like Rawls and Singer have left us undeniably better equipped to think about deep questions. Maybe the ideas that grew into the Immigration Act of 1924, anti-miscegenation laws, “three generations of imbeciles is enough,” and the Holocaust would have a harder time taking hold when subjected to the scrutiny we’re capable of today.

Who knows, maybe 100 years from now it will be unconscionable to own a dog and awesome to take lots of LSD and sinful to eat broccoli and righteous to worship the Dread God Cthulhu. Maybe we’ll be as dumbfounded about the future as Galton would be about us, and it’s hopeless to expect otherwise.

But we’ve at least got one thing Galton didn’t have: his own example. Now that we’ve dug him up and taken a look at him, we have the cautionary tale of someone who got lots of things right but got one big thing wrong. I, for one, hope to carry with me his designer’s eyes and experimenter’s urge; I want to spot ways of making the world righter and to test reality with abandon. But Galton’s life will remind me that these virtues can be turned villainous. Design and experimentation without self-reflection, scrutiny, or accountability lead us ultimately to Kantsaywhere. And I hope never to live there, no matter how moist their cakes are.
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Mind and Cosmos by Thomas Nagel

Mind and Cosmos was not well received. Written by the eminent analytic philosopher Thomas Nagel and published in September 2012 by Oxford University Press, it arrived at the tail end of a long, vehement debate between biologists and creationists about whether ‘intelligent design’ was a credible scientific alternative to evolutionary theory. Nagel subtitled his book Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature is Almost Certainly False, and in the introduction he announces that he’s surveyed both sides of the controversy and ruled in favour of the creationists. He doesn’t agree with everything they say, nor does he believe in God. He just thinks that in this fight they’re less wrong than the biologists, declaring that it is ‘highly implausible that life as we know it is the result of a sequence of physical accidents together with the mechanism of natural selection.’

This went down as well as you'd imagine (‘the shoddy reasoning of a once great thinker’ - Steven Pinker; ‘the most despised science book of 2012’ - The Guardian). Most of the rage focused on the pro-creationist statements in the introductory chapter. But this introduction is also where Nagel explains that Mind and Cosmos isn’t really about evolution. It’s about the mind and the cosmos, and his real target is a philosophical worldview that encompasses evolution, along with all of biology, physics and chemistry. By the first chapter he’s conceded that evolutionary theory is - probably - mostly correct. It’s just incomplete. His goal is to point towards a new framework that preserves the discoveries of the natural sciences while encompassing the things they leave out.

~

What is the philosophical worldview that Nagel is critiquing? In 1944 Erwin Schrödinger gave a series of lectures at Trinity Dublin that were later published as the book What is Life? It begins by asking: 'how can the events in space and time which take place within the spatial boundary of a living organism be accounted for by physics and chemistry?’

This is a perfect encapsulation of Nagel’s target, which he refers to as reductive materialism. It is the belief that the universe and everything in it can be understood in terms of material objects interacting physically, the nature of which can be studied and understood by a hierarchy of scientific disciplines. Physics is at the base; it explains all of chemistry; chemistry explains all of biology, biology explains all forms of animal behaviour. There might be emergent properties or phenomena that appear at certain scales, arrangements or levels of complexity - like the surface tension of a drop of liquid water - but there’s no mystical energy field that controls our destiny. It’s tangibles all the way down.

Explaining the universe through reductive materialism has been an extremely successful project. It’s the logic Schrödinger followed when What is Life suggested that cells must contain an ‘heredity molecule’ for transmitting information between generations; that the information might take the form of a combinatorial code, and so changes in molecular structure could account for mutation and variance. Watson and Crick acknowledged his influence when they discovered the double-helical nature of DNA. Centuries of similarly astonishing scientific discoveries all resolve back to the materialist model of existence. Why does Nagel think it’s wrong, and what could he possibly hope to replace it with?
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One of Nagel’s most influential essays is about what it’s like to be a bat. To have the subjective experience of sleeping upside down, flying around, eating bugs, navigating via echolocation etc. It must be like something, just as it’s like something to be a human in pain or to see the colour red. But, he argues, this form of knowledge is off limits to the scientific method as it currently stands. You can have a map of the bat brain, model all the neural correlates of bat consciousness, be able to predict bat behaviour with total accuracy, and you still won’t know what it is like to be a bat. Or any other creature subjectively experiencing reality. He believes this limitation is attributable to methodological decisions made during the early modern period when the philosophical tenets of scientific rationalism were laid down. Decisions that the thinkers of the era saw as arbitrary conveniences gradually transformed into unexamined metaphysical truths.

I want to spend more time with this idea than Nagel does (i.e. more than two sentences: Mind and Cosmos is a slim but dense book, so much of this review consists of elaborations of its ideas rather than summaries or rebuttals). Here he’s making an abbreviated version of an argument developed by Martin Heidegger back in the 1920s and 30s. Heidegger’s favourite metaphor describes existence as a dark forest. The philosopher’s role is to find paths through the darkness, ‘to be a walker in unlit places’. He told us that during the early modern period thinkers like Francis Bacon, René Descartes and Galileo devised a new method for natural philosophy; a new path through the dark. They resolved to begin with their own self-evident existence as thinking beings then use mathematics, logic and empirical inquiry to build up a new ‘system of the world’: an objective model of reality.

But this method excluded subjective experience: ‘what it is like’ to be someone or something. Partly because subjectivity is messy and complex, but mostly because they thought they already understood it. They believed that humans experience the world subjectively because we have an immortal soul, placed there by the supernatural being who created everything. That’s also why we have free will, a sense of good and evil and the faculty of reason. And even if you doubted the contemporary explanations for these phenomena and wanted to figure out how any of them worked, the religious authorities discouraged that even more strenuously than they discouraged questioning whether the sun really moved around the earth.

We’ve spent centuries exploring the paths the early moderns laid out for us, and we’ve learned many things. And in the light of those discoveries we no longer share their assumptions about God or the soul as explanations for subjective experience. ‘We who used to think we understood it have now become perplexed’. But at the same time, we’ve convinced ourselves that their technique - the empirical, mathematical study of the physical world - is the only way we can ever truly know anything. Instead of finding new paths through existence, philosophy becomes ‘the handmaiden of technology and the sciences’, insistent that the present path is the only path. We can’t see any other paths and we can’t see that we can’t see them. The result is the ‘reductive materialist’ framework.

Nagel’s goal is: ‘to extend the boundaries of what is now regarded as unthinkable, in light of how little we really understand about the world.’ He’s setting out into the dark forest. And he’ll start by flipping Schrödinger’s logic back on itself. If he can find something ‘within the spatial boundary of a living organism’ that can’t be accounted for by physics and chemistry then reductive materialism fails. Meaning there must be something else to the universe other than physical objects, and our assumptions about existence must change. He’s got three candidates: consciousness, cognition and values.
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Something bad happened at the end of the Ediacaran era, about five hundred and forty million years ago. There was a mass extinction event and most of the biosphere got wiped out. Some of the survivors were complex multicellular organisms and their descendents spent the next twenty-five million years radiating out into all the ecological niches they could find. And some of them had nervous systems not unlike our own. I like this paragraph from a 2021 Topics in Cognitive Science paper:


Comparative anatomy indicates that major subdivisions, tracts, and histological features of our nervous system were present in the first vertebrates. Human brains appear to be essentially gigantic fish brains specialized for legged locomotion, dexterous manipulation, complex dynamical visual scene analysis, and talking about ourselves.



Were any of the billions of creatures alive during the early Cambrian conscious? Was it ‘like’ anything to be a soft bodied, bottom feeding fish drifting through the warm oceans half a billion years ago? Let’s say it wasn’t; that they were all just complex aggregations of chemicals with no consciousness at all. Heidegger would say that this world is closed off from itself; concealed. Unlit.

But eventually there’s a mutation or an epigenetic event, an adaptation in a gene or gene regulator leading to physical changes in the brain, and something flickers into awareness and feels pain when it's attacked by a predator. Or it feels desire when it detects a mate. Maybe it sees a flash of light when something moves instead of just registering the information as electrochemical changes in its nervous system. What’s the basis of this process? What is pain? What’s happening in terms of the biochemistry?

There are various theories about the functional role of consciousness. Maybe it's a global workspace for unconscious processes? Maybe it’s a product of ‘metacognition’ in which information in the nervous system becomes aware of itself? But none of those are physical theories. Mental events must have physical correlates for reductive materialism to be true. So what were they? If no one can say then it must be false, because:


subjective consciousness, if it is not reducible to something physical, … would be left completely unexplained by physical evolution—even if the physical evolution of such organisms is in fact a causally necessary and sufficient condition for consciousness.



The argument against this line of reasoning goes: ‘We don’t know how consciousness works, or how it evolved. Yet. But one hundred years ago we didn’t know how heritability worked. There wasn’t a biochemical model of DNA until the 1950s. So people like Nagel could - and did - say: ‘Oh oh! Looks like science can’t explain everything! Quick! We need to look for radical alternatives to materialism!’ But now we do know how heritability works, and surprise surprise, it’s reductive and materialist. The same thing will almost certainly happen with consciousness. It’s just more complex so we’re not there yet. And which is more likely? That a complicated thing hasn’t been understood in the very short time we’ve been studying it, or that our extremely successful model of the universe is wrong?’

‘But,’ Nagel could protest (and again, this is my interpretation of Nagel). ‘Surely if this model of reality holds true you can talk about what the biochemistry of consciousness might look like in really broad terms, the way Schrödinger did with his heredity molecule? And I accept that human consciousness must be complex. But if reductive materialism is correct then it started out as something simple. So just give me a guess about the nature of those very early forms. And if you can’t even do that . . . Isn’t that kind of a problem for your theory? Consciousness is the central feature of our existence and you can’t even come close to an explanation?’
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Next up: cognition, by which Nagel means reason. Let’s go back to Schrödinger for a moment (and we’ll return to him again later, but relax: Mind and Cosmos doesn’t suggest that consciousness is ‘quantum’: it’s more inventive than that). In 1926 Schrödinger published his seminal paper on wave mechanics presenting what came to be known as the Schrödinger equation, given here in its general form:
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It describes the distribution of probability waves governing the motion of small particles. He validated it by predicting the properties of a hydrogen atom. It’s one of the most accurate formulae in all of mathematical physics.

We could ask a few interesting questions here. Firstly, if the universe is strictly material then what is the physical nature of the object the equation describes? Secondly: what’s the relationship between mathematical objects and the material world? If physicalism is true then how does a complex number like i interact with reality? But Nagel wants us to consider a simpler, deeper problem: how can Schrödinger do this? If he - and the rest of our species - evolved through natural selection then why is the universe intelligible to us in this way?

Remember: reason wasn’t a problem for the early moderns. When Newton developed differential calculus he thought reason was an aspect of his immortal soul, and that enabled him to discover ‘the language of God’. It’s not until the late 19th century that Nietzsche asks the awkward question: if we’re an evolved species, and there’s no rational God creating us and imbuing us with reason, how could we access any form of objective truth about existence? And how could we ever know that we couldn’t know?

Darwin had similar reservations, writing in 1881 in a now-famous letter to a friend (much beloved by intelligent design advocates): ‘with me the horrid doubt always arises whether the convictions of man's mind, which has been developed from the mind of the lower animals, are of any value or at all trustworthy. Would any one trust in the convictions of a monkey's mind, if there are any convictions in such a mind?’ There’s a recursive trap here which Nietzsche delighted in pointing out. Is it true to say there’s no such thing as truth?

But Thomas Nagel is not postmodern. He thinks we have access to objective truth. So again he turns the question around. How does evolutionary theory explain our ability to accurately model the probability waves of subatomic particles? How did the prehistory of our species select for this trait, and how do we avoid the recursive trap?


It is not enough to be able to think that if there are logical truths, natural selection might very well have given me the capacity to recognize them. That cannot be my ground for trusting my reason, because even that thought implicitly relies on reason in a prior way.
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Here’s the electromagnetic spectrum: it shows the wavelengths we’ve evolved to see and, as you’d expect, it is only a tiny sliver of reality. We perceive the light it was advantageous for our ancestors to detect, and which was available via the path-dependent branches of our genetic history as hypertrophied fish brains. But reason lets us ‘see’ all of it. There is a difference between the world as it appears to us and the world as it truly is, Nagel argues, and our ability to perceive the second is an astonishing fact that - like consciousness - we’ve forgotten to be astonished by.

He believes that evolved species should think using heuristics, and our ability to go beyond that and reason deeply and successfully about the true nature of existence requires an explanation. He’s aware that there’s a just-so story that explains the emergence of reason:


The capacity to generalise from experience and to allow those generalisations, or general expectations, to be confirmed or disconfirmed by subsequent experience is also adaptive . . . With language we can hold in our minds and share with others alternative possibilities, and decide among them on the basis of their consistency or inconsistency with further observations. Complex scientific theories that entail empirical predictions are therefore extensions of the highly adaptive capacity to learn from experience - our own and that of others. This story depends heavily on the supposition of biological origin of the capacity for non-perceptual representation through language, resulting in the ability to grasp logically complex abstract structures.



But even if this story can be proved true, and a similar just-so story can be demonstrated for the evolution of consciousness, there’s no reductive materialist explanation for the existence of those complex abstract structures, let alone their availability to the nervous systems of evolved beings. In his commentary on Eugene Wigner’s well known paper regarding the mysterious efficacy of mathematics in the natural sciences, the computer scientist Richard Hamming cites a number of celebrated scientists who made profound breakthroughs not by experimentation or observation, but by logical and/or mathematical reasoning about the deep nature of the universe. And Nagel finds it significant that these two immaterial phenomena - consciousness and reason - interact with one another and with moral values, the third and final strand of his argument.
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Peter Singer: Do you think it’s wrong to allow a child to suffer?

Almost Everyone: Sure. Why do you ask?

Peter Singer: Because if we think rationally we see that by failing to donate to effective charities in the developing world we-

Frederick Nietzsche: Wait. Why is it wrong for children to suffer? What do we even mean when we say that?

Almost Everyone: (Appalled, awkward silence)



This is the famous problem of values. It should sound familiar. Moral values are an aspect of subjective experience: we feel that it is wrong to allow a child to suffer. But there’s nothing objective we can point to in the world to validate this feeling. Yet again this wasn’t a problem for the early moderns who believed values were objectively real because they were God’s values. For them moral statements about good and evil could be true or false in the same way that mathematical statements can be true or false. Morality was hardcoded into the universe by its creator. But if ‘God is dead’, and we stop believing in that creator then that moral framework loses its coherency. When we say a thing is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, we’re using words that no longer mean anything, other than that we personally like or dislike that thing. For Nietzsche this places us in an age of incomplete nihilism in which our values are meaningless but we keep referring to them anyway. We’re like cartoon characters that have run off a cliff but haven’t looked down yet.

Nagel disagrees with all of this. He’s a moral realist, meaning he thinks statements about moral values can be objectively true or false. But he doesn’t think this is because God decreed it that way. Remember: he’s also an atheist. Instead he thinks statements about moral values can be irreducibly true - that is, they’re just true because they’re true. Not all moral statements function like this. Instead he thinks they can be reduced to primitive types - ‘pain is bad’, maybe - and then built up into complex combinations of objectively true statements. And this is yet another problem for materialism and evolutionary theory.

The logic goes like this. We might have evolved intuitions about appropriate behaviour - kin selection, reciprocal altruism, various taboos - that we’ve acquired through natural or even cultural selection. But they can’t be moral, any more than having fingers and a spleen is moral. They’re just advantageous traits (or spandrels, products of genetic drift etc). But we can subjectively apprehend values that have no apparent evolutionary advantage, like the notion that animal cruelty is wrong. So our ability to perceive such values is a problem in the same way that our use of reason is a problem. Actually more-so, because there’s a just-so story about the evolution of reason, as explained above, but no comparable story about the evolution of our ability to apprehend moral values.

Nagel concedes that readers might not be persuaded by his argument for moral realism. But he wants us to bundle it in with consciousness and reason AND free will, because it’s important for his project: trying to understand how we can consciously reason about right and wrong, then take action in the world based on those judgements. This is where the cosmos enters the picture. Mind and Cosmos wants to map out a system that is compatible with discoveries in the natural sciences but also accounts for the existence of consciousness, reason and values.

~

Let’s start with the universe. What could it be made of? Wikipedia has this useful diagram:
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Physicalism is Nagel’s primary target. He discounts dualism for the same reason as everyone else: the problem of causal interaction - how could purely physical and purely mental substances relate to each other? And he doesn’t like idealism because it doesn’t really explain anything: we’re all just ideas in the mind of God. That leaves neutral monism which postulates that the universe is made of a single substance that has both mental and physical properties.  (There’s a vast, VAST literature on this and it also takes in panpsychism - the notion that consciousness is ubiquitous throughout the universe. Nagel has written about these subjects in other books and papers but we don’t need to get caught up in any of the jargon or intricacies of these debates because Mind and Cosmos seems to use the terms panpsychism and neutral monism interchangeably.)

Neutral monism was developed by William James and Bertrand Russell as an attempt to solve the same problems Nagel is interested in: what is consciousness and how could it evolve? And it begins with a critique of physics. When someone like Erwin Schrödinger calculates the momentum or spin of an electron, Russell notes that they’re describing the external qualities of the particle (or wave or whatever) but that the operation can’t tell us what the entity is:


All that physics gives us is certain equations giving abstract properties of their changes. But as to what it is that changes, and what it changes from and to—as to this, physics is silent.



Imagine molecular biology if you couldn’t see inside a cell, only observe its behaviour. That’s the situation physics finds itself in with respect to elementary particles. Russell theorised that in addition to the extrinsic properties measured by physics, such entities also possess intrinsic properties. He called them 'quiddities'; other philosophers call them ‘inscrutables’. We currently have no knowledge of, or access to quiddities/inscrutables, but he suggested that some of these intrinsic properties are related to consciousness. Remember: Nagel is interested in what it’s like to be a bat, and why this knowledge is unavailable to a reductive materialist conception of reality. So you can see why this approach appeals to him.

But . . . if we follow the logic here, does this mean Bertrand Russell and Thomas Nagel think that quarks and free electrons might be conscious? Well, maybe - but unless they’re part of a nervous system they have no access to memory or perception. Perhaps they have a degree of consciousness in the same way they have mass and charge: close to but not actually zero; some form of barely perceptible white noise. Perhaps it aggregates with scale and complexity via some form of mental chemistry as evolved beings acquire sensory systems and access to information processing. The neuroscientist Christof Koch observes that he’s often met with an incredulous stare when he endorses this direction of thinking. But the one thing we truly know about our own intrinsic nature is that we are conscious in a way that isn’t accessible to the contemporary physical sciences. Maybe everything is?

~

Nagel doesn’t talk about art. Which is a shame: it’s another of the mysteries of subjective experience, and artworks are sites in which the subjective and physical worlds intersect. So let us briefly consider Vincent van Gogh’s Mulberry Tree, painted at an asylum in the final year of his life. Because neutral monism/panpsychism is not the most radical or controversial idea advanced in Mind and Cosmos: that would be the teleology. And van Gogh’s tree will (hopefully) help keep us grounded as we contemplate Nagel’s teleological universe.
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Why was that tree in that place at that time, to be painted by that man? As moderns we answer this question in terms of prior causes. Someone planted it there; or maybe it grew by itself. It emerged from a seed from another mulberry tree, and this species evolved into its current form via natural selection. But in pre-modern philosophy it was common to reason in terms of final causes. To this way of thinking the tree caused the seed. Or, if you find van Gogh’s painting to be profound enough, the painting could be the final cause - the telos - of the tree, which was the cause of the seed and the species itself. Backwards runs causality until reels the mind.

Does Nagel really believe that the universe works like that? Kind of, but in an intriguing way. Remember the moral values that he argues are a fundamental aspect of reality? Values that are immanent, i.e. true because they’re true? He argues that they might be teleological. They might act as a final cause that can bring into existence beings that are conscious, moral and rational, so that we can perceive and act upon those values.


Teleology would have to be restrictive in what it makes likely, but without depending on intentions or motives. This would probably have to involve some conception of an increase in value through the expanded possibilities provided by the higher forms of organization toward which nature tends: not just any outcome could qualify as a telos. That would make value an explanatory end, but not one that is realized through the purposes or intentions of an agent. Teleology means that in addition to physical law of the familiar kind, there are other laws of nature that are "biased toward the marvelous"



And so it all comes together, Mind and Cosmos. All become one in Yog Sothoth:


Once there are beings who can respond to value, the rather different teleology of intentional action becomes part of the historical picture , resulting in the creation of new value. The universe has become not only conscious and aware of itself but capable in some respects of choosing its path into the future—though all three, the consciousness, the knowledge, and the choice, are dispersed over a vast crowd of beings, acting both individually and collectively.



~

A lot of people reviewed Mind and Cosmos back in 2012, and most of them fell into two camps. The first were scientists or science-adjacent philosophers outraged by the Intelligent-design friendly introduction; the second were Christian intellectuals who were delighted by that same introduction and then upset by the godlessness of the approach laid out in the first chapter. But the physicist Sean Carroll made it past the opening pages and he had questions about how Nagel’s grand teleological vision hangs together from a scientific perspective:


Imagine what it would entail to truly believe that consciousness is not accounted for by physics. It would entail, among other things, that the behavior of ordinary matter would occasionally deviate from that expected on the basis of physics alone, even in circumstances where consciousness was not involved in any obvious way. Several billion years ago there weren’t conscious creatures here on Earth. It was just atoms and particles, bumping into each other in accordance with the rules of physics and chemistry. Except, if mind is not physical, at some point they swerved away from those laws, since remaining in accordance with them would never have created consciousness. In effect, the particles understood that sticking to their physically prescribed behaviors would never accomplish the universe’s grand plan of producing conscious life. Teleology is as good a word for that as any.



Nagel does address this, albeit indirectly: ‘the possibility of principles of change over time tending toward certain types of outcome is coherent, in a world in which the nonteleological laws are not fully deterministic’. I assume he’s talking about the Schrödinger equation here; which tells us that at a fundamental level the universe is not deterministic but rather probabilistic. There’s a randomness at the heart of things that might not be so random, this implies, but rather weighted towards pathways leading to the emergence of conscious, intelligent life. If we decide that van Gogh’s tree is a final cause in this model it doesn’t have to go back in time and tamper with the rules of physics and chemistry to bring itself into being. Instead the tree functions like an attractor state in a chaotic system. The universe will, over time, naturally tend towards the existence of the mulberry tree at the St Paul asylum in Saint-Remy.
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Is Nagel invoking quantum theory the same way new age mystics use and abuse it - as a form of magic disguised behind a veneer of scientific jargon? Maybe he’s sensitive to that critique and that’s why he doesn’t quite say what he means? On the other hand, most of Mind and Cosmos consists of mind-bending yet cursory assertions about the ultimate nature of reality. Maybe Nagel was just being true to his vision.

And I think ‘vision’ is the right word here_. Mind and Cosmos_ ultimately resolves itself into a spiritual text. Yes, it’s also a book of metaphysics and its explanations are naturalistic, and yes, Nagel regards himself as an atheist. But when you’re describing a universe with objective truth and immanent moral values that summon our species into being I think you’ve moved beyond what most of us mean by atheism.

I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. I find parts of Nagel’s doctrine attractive. It would be very useful if truth and morality turned out to be real. I think he’s wrong about the improbability of the emergence of life, complexity, and even intelligence (or, rather, that while these events are improbable, many improbable things can happen over a few billion years). But he’s probably right about consciousness being an impasse for evolutionary theory as it stands. I’m persuaded that the existence of a hidden order lying behind the phenomenal world, and that our ability to perceive that order is a deep and unsolved problem. And he’s convinced me that the materialist conception of reality is almost certainly false

Are fundamental particles conscious? Are moral values an innate property of the universe? Are they teleologically bringing intelligent life into being? It’s all possible, I suppose. These aren’t the central tenets of Nagel’s creed though - he’s merely exploring what the universe might look like. And he admits he’s likely to be proved wrong, predicting that reality will turn out to be stranger than he’s imagined.

~

In the epilogue of What is Life Schrödinger gets metaphysical:


Let us see whether we cannot draw the correct, non-contradictory conclusion from the following two premises: (i) My body functions as a pure mechanism according to the Laws of Nature. (ii) Yet I know, by incontrovertible direct experience, that I am directing its motions, of which I foresee the effects, that may be fateful and all-important, in which case I feel and take full responsibility for them. The only possible inference from these two facts is, I think, that I –I in the widest meaning of the word, that is to say, every conscious mind that has ever said or felt 'I' -am the person, if any, who controls the 'motion of the atoms' according to the Laws of Nature.



We are all God experiencing the world subjectively is his argument here, and this explains how we’re able to take action in a universe governed by physical laws. (He’d been reading Schopenhauer). And in some ways this resembles Nagel’s notion that we are the universe becoming aware of itself, or even Heidegger’s vision that we are openings in the darkness of being. But what Nagel really believes is that we don’t know what we are. We don’t know what the mind is, and we don’t know what the cosmos is. We understand a little more about these subjects than we did in Aristotle’s day - but not a lot. He attributes this lack of progress to a human addiction to final reckonings: philosophical systems that attribute unexplained phenomenon to a deity, or, in the case of reductive materialism, by ignoring them or confidently assuming they’ll be solved within the pre-existing framework someway further down the line.

The idea at the heart of Mind and Cosmos is that existence is both deeply mysterious yet, somehow, comprehensible. But we only deepen our comprehension if we continue to interrogate the boundaries and limitations of our current methodologies. The universe might ultimately prove to be unknowable, its final truths beyond the realms of our senses or cognitive capabilities. We can never know this, though, so there’s value in exploring the unlit paths - even though most of them will lead nowhere - rather than pretending that the darkness surrounding us doesn’t exist, or assuming that it merely conceals a god.






More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave by Ruth Schwartz Cowan

Technology as Handmaiden and Liberator

The core promise of technology, in all its forms, is that it will lighten the burden for humanity. Humble household appliances often get trotted out during such lofty discussions, perhaps because they are technologies everyone is familiar with and takes for granted. We’ve forgotten there was a time when such things didn’t exist, and if we think about them at all, it’s usually to be annoyed that we have to think about them. We’re chided to be grateful for these miracles — “You kids don’t know how good you have it! My grandmother used to have to [insert terrible chore that is probably now outlawed under current labor laws]!” In other words, we elevate tools like the humble washing machine to a proxy for all of our highest values as a progressive society.

In Enlightenment Now, when discussing the drastic improvements in quality of life over the past several decades, Steven Pinker says that "the liberation of humankind from household labor is in practice the liberation of women from household labor. Perhaps the liberation of women in general." He quotes Thomas Edison as saying:


"The housewife of the future will be neither a slave to servants nor herself a drudge. She will give less attention to the home, because the home will need less; she will be rather a domestic engineer than a domestic laborer, with the greatest of all handmaidens, electricity, at her service. This and other mechanical forces will so revolutionize the woman's world that a large portion of the aggregate of woman's energy will be conserved for use in broader, more constructive fields."



The assumption — often delivered with a patting-themselves-on-the-back tone from male authors — is that once women gained access to washing machines, dishwashers, and other labor-saving devices, they were liberated from drudgery. The consensus, echoed by Pinker, is that such innovations have given us our time back, shifting the role of the home from a place of production to a place of consumption. What used to be produced at home (often by women) is now purchased outside the home in the form of goods and services. Yay! Everybody wins!

Well, hang on a minute.

The Site of Industrialization is Where the Heart Is

Ruth Schwartz Cowan, a historian focused on the history of technology, shows us why this view is incomplete and overly simplistic. In her 1983 masterpiece of historical analysis, More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave, she steadily dismantles everything you think you know about so-called labor-saving devices and what modernity actually looks like in the home — a place, incidentally, that Cowan reminds us is "as much a locus for industrialized work as factories and coal mines are.” Or, to put it in even starker economic terms, “Households are the locales in which our society produces healthy people, and housewives are the workers who are responsible for almost all of the stages in that production process.”

Even something as straightforward as understanding households as sites of production and core participants in the economy — not as sheltered havens apart from it — is a relevant reminder for today. And the emphasis on household labor as labor, despite being unpaid and unaccounted for in a country’s GDP, is a concept that is increasingly voiced by progressive and feminist scholars writing about the gender pay gap and the idea of a Universal Basic Income.

More Work for Mother is a compelling work of scholarship that dares to put aside the facile praise of labor-saving devices and follows where the historical data lead. The book’s key message, which still comes as a revelation nearly 40 years after it was published, is that household technologies primarily accelerated men’s, not women’s, entrance into the labor market outside the home. In fact, many of those technologies had unintended consequences that made it more likely a woman would need to continue working at home.

Uneven Industrialization

The core question Cowan wants to answer is: When we talk about labor-saving devices, whose labor is saved, exactly? For Pinker and Edison and nearly everyone else, the answer is obvious: it’s women's labor. But what Cowan's analysis shows is that, during the industrial era, the household work traditionally performed by men became, for a variety of reasons, more completely replaced by technology than the household work traditionally performed by women. The story of how this happened, and why the reverse didn't happen, is what More Work for Mother is about.

To lay the groundwork for her analysis, Cowan assumes that we have no idea what household work used to look like 200 years ago, or what specific tasks were handled by men, which by women, and which by children. I think this assumption of her readers' ignorance is well-founded, and it's enlightening to learn about all the work that went into keeping a family alive as recently as a few generations ago.

What is most unfamiliar to a modern audience is the extent to which, prior to industrialization, household work was an obligation shared equally by both men and women (and children). For example, according to the pre-industrial division of labor, men were responsible for making mead and cider, mending leather garments, pounding corn, whittling the family’s wooden bowls and spoons, and chopping the wood used for cooking. Out of necessity, running a household was very much a joint venture, and a wife without a husband was at just as much of a disadvantage as a husband without a wife (back then, fish did need bicycles and bicycles needed fish). As Cowan reports, “the daily exigencies of agrarian life meant that men and women had to work in tandem in order to undertake any single life-sustaining chore.” The concept of household work being “women’s work” was a product of the uneven industrialization of the tasks men and women had traditionally performed in the home.

With each new innovation, men’s share of household work was largely replaced by market alternatives, while women’s remained largely the same, or even increased.

No Tool is an Island

There are three key points to keep in mind while reading Cowan’s argument:


	No tool changes in isolation; every technological innovation changes the work process that it is part of, and can only be understood in the context of that work process.

	Likewise, tools are not passive; the existence of a tool creates new needs, which can either be filled with new tools, or by new human labor.

	In addition, if a tool makes a certain task measurably easier or faster, the very existence of the tool can increase the frequency with which that task is performed, increasing the overall absolute labor.



From Cornbread to Angel Food Cake

One of the surprising insights of More Work for Mother is how things we don’t typically think of as innovations actually had a radical effect on people’s day-to-day lives. Take, for example, white flour. Traditionally, most bread made in a household was quick bread (such as cornbread) which could be made, as the name implies, quickly and without relying on yeast cultures or rising time. Men played a significant role in the cornbread-making process: they shucked the corn and ground it into meal by hand or hauled it to the local grist mill for grinding. Over time, as refined white flour became widely available from large commercial flour mills, it replaced cornmeal as the household’s primary grain.

This shift from home-grown to store-bought grains relieved men and boys of one of their most time-consuming chores, while paradoxically increasing labor for women. This was because women were now expected to make more complex yeast breads that required more time, more skill, and more physical labor in the form of kneading dough. In short, men’s portion of bread labor disappeared, and women's was augmented. (Incidentally, this is how white bread and confections like angel food cakes became symbols of status in the industrial period; it indicated that a family had transitioned to refined flour and had a housewife with enough time and skill to make such delicacies.)

The Death of One-Pot Cooking

The same process occurred with the invention of stoves to replace hearths. Most pre-industrialization meals were what we would call "one-pot meals" — usually a meat stew of some kind that was cooked in a single pot over a hearth — and people typically ate the same thing day after day. This task also involved men's labor: they hauled the necessary wood to the kitchen every day. When stoves and ovens became affordable for most households, men's contribution to the cooking process was no longer necessary. On top of that, a skilled cook suddenly had the ability (and therefore, the obligation) to cook multiple different dishes and types of food simultaneously, spelling the end of the simple and less labor-intensive one-pot stew and the advent of multi-course meals and new types of cuisine.
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	New World 84 gas cooker advertisement, c.1950, from the Dunedin City Council Archives, Gas Department Series 39/136. Licensed under CC BY 4.0.


Cowan explains how this transition played out in households:


“The important activity that was radically altered by the presence of a stove was fuel gathering; if a stove halved the amount of fuel that a household required, it thus halved the amount of work that men had to do in cutting, hauling, and splitting wood. The labor involved in cooking, which was the female share of the work, seems barely to have been affected at all; the process of frying bacon on a stove is little different from the process of frying bacon over a hearth.”



Further compounding matters, early cast iron stoves, unlike fireplaces, had to be cleaned every day to ward off rust. Applying stove polish was thus added to the growing list of women’s chores, while chopping and hauling wood for fuel was removed from men’s to-do list. As a result, “the kitchen became a place in which men had no useful role to play.”

Vacuuming Alone

Cleaning rugs is an excellent example of how chores used to be done: this was a task that, prior to the advent of vacuums, was typically performed once or twice a year, and involved multiple members of the household. The man of the household was responsible for carrying the rugs outside and hanging them up, and the children were responsible for beating the rugs to remove dust and dirt, after which the men would carry the rugs back inside the house. When vacuums were invented, this work process was distilled into one tool (the vacuum) and one person (the woman of the household). Whereas the task of keeping the rugs and carpets clean had traditionally been the responsibility of men and children, the advent of the vacuum made it the responsibility of women.

What is perhaps most important to realize about this process is that the invention of vacuum cleaners created a demand for cleaner rugs, which meant that a task that had previously been performed annually was now being performed weekly or monthly. Keeping all of these facts in mind, Cowan concludes that "the question of whether cleaning a rug has been made easier or faster by the advent of vacuum cleaners becomes considerably more difficult to answer. Easier for whom? Faster for whom? Under what conditions?”
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	Arco Wand Vacuum Cleaner Advertisement from August 1917, Scribner's Magazine. Licensed under CC BY 4.0.


Insourcing the Dreaded Laundry Day

Perhaps the most striking example of this process is the advent of washing machines. Doing laundry prior to the invention of washing machines was notoriously back-breaking work. However, throughout the nineteenth century and the first part of the twentieth century, most middle-class families weren’t breaking their own backs — they outsourced this labor by sending their laundry to commercial agencies. When washing machines became commonplace, the work that had previously been outsourced to others was suddenly done by the woman of the household. In addition, the advent of manufactured cloth increased the amount of clothing a middle-class person was expected to own; in previous generations, most people had only one or two outfits, which were washed infrequently, if ever (most pre-industrial items of clothing were made of wool, felts, or leather and simply brushed when they got dirty).

Again, the technology not only shifted work from multiple others onto the shoulders of one person, but simultaneously created a desire or expectation that had never existed before — in this case, the expectation of more clothing items for each member of the household, clothing materials that lent themselves to frequent washing, and higher standards of cleanliness that virtually mandated frequent washing.

As Cowan puts it:


“Washing sheets with an automatic washing machine is considerably easier than washing them with one that has a wringer, itself considerably easier than washing them with a scrub board and tub. Yet the easiest solution of all (at least from the point of view of the housewife) is to have someone else do it altogether…The advent of the electrically powered washing machines (as well as of synthetic washable fabrics) coincided with the advent of ‘do-it-yourself’ laundry, so that the woman endowed with a Bendix would have found it easier to do her laundry but, simultaneously, would have done more laundry, and more of it herself, than either her mother or her grandmother had.” (emphasis mine)
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	Montana Steam Laundry, Butte, Montana (1901), Image taken from pg 42 of Souvenir history of the Butte Fire Department by Peter Sanger, Chief Engineer. From the Butte Digital Image Project at Montana Memory Project. Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.


“Why Risk His Health with Germ-Laden Clothing, When a Bendix Home Laundry Costs Only $99.50?”

An objection at this point might be, "Granted, vacuuming is easier than the old process of beating rugs, and doing laundry in a washing machine is easier than using a washboard, but why not just continue the same cadence and only vacuum once a year, or continue washing your clothes just as infrequently as you always did? After all, no one likes cleaning or laundry, so even if it's easier to do than it was before, why suddenly start doing it once a week?" To find your answer, look no further than the ad men of the 1940s and '50s. Prior to this time, of course, there were ads for various household supplies and tools, but by and large those ads were focused on the item's ingredients, the cleanliness of the factory where it was made, or clever ways to use it around the house.

As the unequal transformation of household labor gained speed, though, advertisers increasingly focused on themes such as guilt, embarrassment, anxiety, and insecurity to sell their goods. Suddenly, women were receiving the message that if they didn't buy a particular brand of vacuum, their home would not be clean enough, or their family would not be healthy enough, and it would be their fault. In essence, advertising directed at women underwent a shift that is still going strong today: The message is “You're bad, and you should feel bad. But with our product you can be better.” You don't want guests to come over and see a dirty rug and judge your housekeeping skills, do you? The only way to avoid being mired in shame any longer is to buy this brand of vacuum cleaner and use it once a week. You don’t want your child to get sick because you sent him to school in a dirty shirt, do you? Then keep your child healthy by buying a Bendix washing machine.

Women had never previously cleaned their floors once a week or cleaned their family’s clothing after only one wear, but now they felt compelled to. Hence, more work for mother — and not in spite of technological progress, but because of it.

This Isn’t the Revolution You’re Looking For

The greatest insight of Cowan's book, in a nutshell, is that every innovation is embedded in a system of other pre-existing tools and practices and has an effect on them that is not necessarily predictable or accounted for in traditional narratives about how long a task takes and who performs it. This is an interesting and important lesson to keep in mind as we undergo the social transition to smart homes and the “internet of things.” Undoubtedly some labor, somewhere, is being saved — but whose? And who is bearing the cost? When one task is removed or streamlined, what is it replaced with?

Some of the most maddening examples in the book have to do with industrialization removing a chore from women’s lives, only to add a new one in its place. This is what happened, for instance, when gas lamps replaced candles as a family’s primary source of light. No sooner were women freed from the task of candlemaking than they had to remove soot from the glass globes of oil and gas lamps. Likewise, whereas cleaning outhouses and cesspools had been largely undertaken by men, private waste-water systems shifted that work to women, who suddenly had toilets to clean.

Each technological transition is part of a unique work process and didn’t necessarily play out the same way, but Cowan’s book makes a compelling case that there is a trend: historically, whenever something has been hailed as a labor-saving device for the home, the labor it saves is male. For men and children — but not for women — the house was gradually transformed from a place of shared domestic work into a refuge of leisure and rest. As Cowan points out, “Angel food cakes, strawberry preserves, clean clothes, ironed ruffles, and leavened bread may have made life easier and pleasanter for their families, but they also kept women working at home.”

And although her key points revolve around sex differences in the division of labor, she is also careful to document the ways in which work was allocated differently within each sex — for example, she discusses exceptions and circumstances that differed by a woman’s social class, number of children, number of servants, and location. With slight variations, though, the overall theme remains the same: more work for mother.

The Backyard Blacksmith

What’s interesting is that it didn’t necessarily have to turn out this way. Every society on Earth has some form of sexual division of labor; that's not the noteworthy part. But there's no immediately obvious reason why men's household chores, rather than women's, should have been the ones that were more thoroughly industrialized.

As a thought experiment, Cowan points out that, in a parallel universe where women's work advanced faster on the tech tree than men's work, we could just as easily have developed communal kitchens to provide all our food, while men forged all the metal goods for the household in their backyard smithies. In this parallel universe, men would be told that industrialized food production was saving so much labor — the future was NOW! — and the men would hammer away on their anvils, wondering why they were still so exhausted despite living in the era of labor-saving devices.

The reasons why we don’t have smithies in our backyards today, but still cook in much the same way as we did 100 or 200 years ago, are complex. Cowan calls it “one of the great unresolved puzzles of Western history.” In part, it was a runaway process set in motion when the early industrialists (who were overwhelmingly men) were understandably focused on inventing new tools to ease the work that was most familiar to them: men’s work. The creation of harvesters, combines, chemical fertilizers, and other technologies related to men’s work created efficiencies and economies of scale that perpetuated further innovations in that area — “it was the demand for those goods that continued to fuel the economy being formed by those who were organizing the manufacture of the goods.”

There were other macroeconomic reasons as well; for example, the ravages of the Napoleonic Wars in Europe drove up demand for American agricultural products, which in turn accelerated the adoption of new technologies that allowed for further scale. Other events, like the opening of the Erie Canal, made transportation more efficient and lowered the cost of shipping mass-produced products. Each of these factors — along with many others — compounded to change the types of work women and men did and how they allocated their time.

Annoying Complications

Cowan acknowledges that her analysis introduces "complications that may be annoying,” but these complications simplify and bring into focus the essential features of how we get work done in our homes, why men aren’t hammering away at smithies in their backyards, and why women still continue to do significantly more household labor than men, despite a slew of devices that were supposed to make housework a thing of the past and lead to “the liberation of women in general.”

However, Cowan doesn’t let women off the hook — she does not see them as mere victims of the advertising industry or of sexism or of industrialization at large, but as active agents in their own non-liberation. She brings it all home (so to speak) in a personal postscript to the book where she examines her own relationship to household labor and ingrained standards of housekeeping. She describes how at one point she was confined to bed for six months and forced to let her husband do the laundry. To her consternation, her husband didn’t follow the “rules” and refused to separate the laundry by color and fabric type as she had always done. As a result…nothing terrible happened. She had been doing that extra step for years for no reason at all. With grace and self-awareness, Cowan took this as an opportunity to re-examine the internalized rules she had been following blindly:


“Many of the rules that tyrannize housewives are unconscious and therefore potent. However manufacturers and advertisers may exploit these unconscious rules, they did not create them. By exploring their history we can bring these rules into consciousness and thereby dilute their potency. We can then decide whether they are truly useful or merely the product of atavism or of an advertiser’s ‘hard sell,’ whether they are agents of oppression or of liberation. If we can learn to select among the rules only those that make sense for us in the present, we can begin to control household technology instead of letting it control us. And only then is it likely that the true potential of that technology — less work for mother — will be fulfilled."



In addition to shedding light on an often-neglected field of study, More Work for Mother is an exemplar of how understanding history allows us to see beyond the standard narrative and, like archaeologists of human behavior, dig out the complex, messy truth. Exultant reports of women’s liberation certainly make for good ad copy, but the reality is considerably more complex. Thanks to historians like Cowan, we have the knowledge to appreciate and understand that complexity, and can use it to reveal the trade-offs, expectations, and constantly-negotiated divisions of labor in our own homes.






MOSCOW-PETUSHKI by Venedikt Yerofeyev

Preface: this Russian-language book has three translations, which (in order of both publication and quality) are Moscow to the End of the Line, Moscow Circles, and Moscow Stations. Its title in the original Russian is “Moscow-Petushki”. Being a big-brain genius, I’ve read all three (except I didn’t finish the first one because it sucked), and the original Russian text; I’ll be referring to the work as “Moscow-Petushki” (that’s how it is generally referred to in literary journals), and will be using Moscow Stations translated by Stephen Murline for quoted text throughout.

I. IF YOU WANT TO GO LEFT, GO LEFT; IF YOU WANT TO GO RIGHT, GO RIGHT

“I, who have consumed so much that I’ve lost track of how much, and in what order – I’m the soberest man in the world.”

Moscow-Petushki is a 1970 Soviet novel, a cult-classic (a phrase meaning “disliked by some, unknown by most, beloved by enough”) about a man who gets drunk on a train. Ostensibly it’s a absurdist tragic-funny text, warmly relatable to those who handled life’s troubles with the bottle  — but it’s also a desperate attempt to maintain humanity in a nightmarish world; to construct a mental shelter in the face of an totalitarian storm using the debris of one’s culture, intellectualism, and subjectivity; and to use this subjectivity communicate with you and I across time and space (yes, your fourth grade teacher was right, books are magic). It’s as much a funny-sad book about the Soviet Union as a genuinely mystical text. It’s also got recipes of cocktails you can make with eau-de-cologne and shoe polish!
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And it’s written by this man, Venedikt Yerofevev. A straight-A student expelled from one university for not showing up, and from another for reading the bible, he worked as a cable-layer, a drunk-tank warden, and drank a lot. His mother abandoned him as a kid; his father spent 16 years in the gulags. It’s speculated Yerofevev’s alcoholism was a way to avoid the notice of the KGB.

Let’s walk through the start together; then we’ll stroke our chins and discuss. It begins:

Everybody says: the Kremlin, the Kremlin. They all go on about it, but I’ve never seen it. The number of times (thousands) I’ve been drunk or hung over, traipsing round Moscow, north–south, east–west, end to end, straight through or any old way – and I’ve never once seen the Kremlin.

For instance, yesterday – yesterday I didn’t see it again, though I was buzzing round that area the whole evening and it’s not as if I was particularly drunk. I mean, as soon as I came out onto Savyelov Station, I had a glass of Zubrovka for starters, since I know from experience that as an early-morning tipple, nobody’s so far dreamed up anything better.

Anyway, a glass of Zubrovka. Then after that – on Kalyaev Street – another glass, only not Zubrovka this time, but coriander vodka. A friend of mine used to say coriander had a dehumanizing effect on a person, i.e., it refreshes your parts but it weakens your spirit. For some reason or other it had the opposite effect on me, i.e., my spirit was refreshed, while my parts went all to hell. But I do agree it’s dehumanizing, so that’s why I topped it up with two glasses of Zhiguli beer, plus some Albe-de-dessert straight from the bottle, in the middle of Kalyaev Street.

Of course, you’re saying: come on, Venya, get on with it – what did you have next?

Our protagonist Venya (also referred to as Venechka — these are diminutives of Venedikt, the name of the author; in Russian they have a child-like ring) spends a lot of time drunk, and relishes telling us about it. Venya, who has never seen the Kremlin (a hard-to-believe fact for a Muscovite) is wandering the Moscow streets on a fine morning with a horrific hungover, and it’s 1970, the Brezhnev years, a time of great economic and cultural Soviet stagnation. Kruschev’s thaw is over; things didn’t work out. Venya’s life didn’t work out, either. He’ll tell us more on that later. Right now he’s telling us how he, last night, again tried to see the Kremlin. He went to Kursk Station, where he was “supposed to be going”, but then made for the city centre to see the Kremlin “just this once”. Google Maps tells the modern reader this is a 51-minute walk. Venya, alas, didn’t make it and ended up falling asleep in a building lobby, “clutching his suitcase to his little heart”. And in the morning…

[…] when I came out this morning into the fresh air it was already dawn. And if you’ve ever fetched up unconscious in some entry, and emerged from it at dawn, well, you’ll know a heavy heart I bore down the forty steps of that godforsaken place, and out onto the street.

Still, what the hell, I said, it doesn’t matter. Look, there’s a chemist’s, you see? And over there – there’s some old bugger in a brown jacket scraping the pavement. So, relax. Everything’s fine. If you want to go left, Venya, go left, I’m not forcing you. If you want to go right, then go right.

In the horrible hungover light of dawn, having failed again to see the Kremlin last night, he goes to Kursk Station. It’s in central Moscow, and it’s a big station, so naturally, it’s full of people.

You think I want all these people? I mean, even Our Redeemer said – and to his own mother, mind: ‘What art thou to me?’ So what’s this nasty seething mass got to do with me, indeed?

I’d better find a pillar to lean against, and shut my eyes tight, so I won’t feel so sick …

Someone sang out from on high then, so softly, and oh, so sweetly: ‘That’s right, Venya pet, just shut your eyes tight, and you won’t feel so sick …’

Oh, I know that voice! It’s them again! The angels of the Lord!

‘Is it you?’

‘Well, of course it’s us!’ they sang, and again so sweetly. ‘

And do you know something, angels?’ I said, just as softly.

‘What?’ said the angels.

‘I feel terrible,’ I said.

‘That’s right, we know you do,’ sang the angels.

‘But you just have a bit of a walk, you’ll feel better, and it’ll be opening time in half an hour. Of course, there’ll be no vodka till nine, but they’ll give you a spot of red first thing …’

‘Red wine?’

‘Red wine,’ chorused the angels of the Lord again.

‘Nicely chilled?’

‘Of course chilled …’

This is the most sensible thing the text has told us so far. Here is an alcoholic: tender, confused, and about to board a train. How could he survive a morning like this without angels? It’s interesting to watch for religious references throughout the book, and to consider how much lonelier and harder it would be, if Venya (like most Soviet men and women) were deprived of them.

Venyae can’t be completely lonely, though, because (he tells us) he’s carrying presents. And he has someone to give them to, at the very end of a train line, a stop named Petushki. But Venya is in no state to great state to elaborate, until he gets a drink. He fails to get the angel-promised red wine, but (after unspeakable trouble — literally, he refused to speak of it) procures alchohol from an off-licence. After some societal commentary —

I tell you, if the whole world, and everybody in it, was as weak and frightened as I am now, and as unsure of everything – unsure of themselves, their place in the scheme of things – it’d be a far better place….

— our hero confesses to us he is unemployed.  A sensitive soul, frequently misunderstood, Venya was recently fired from his job as the bridge leader of cable-layer. The job was pretty good: his subordinates and him played cards and drank all day, and did no work; he taught themIsrale-Palestine politics, read them a Pushkin work that motivated them to drink cologne (economically effective, good at blotting out the world). But Venya was not content to rest, and convinced himself he had higher responsibilities for the four men under his employ.

….you’re a total dimwit, Venya, a complete numskull: I mean, didn’t you read in some philosopher or other, that the good Lord only concerns Himself with the fate of princes, confident that He can leave the fate of the people in their hands? And here you are a brigade leader, yet, and as it might be, a ‘little prince’. Right then, where the hell’s your concern for the fate of your people? Have you looked into the souls of these parasites, into their benighted souls? Eh? The dialectic of the heart of these four shitheads – are you familiar with it?

This dialectic took the form of Venya deciding to construct graphs of his employees alcohol consumption during work hours.

Shall I tell you what they were like? There’s really nothing to it: on a sheet of vellum, in Indian ink, you draw two axes: one horizontal, the other vertical. On the horizontal, you set out all the working days for the past month; on the vertical, the quantity of booze consumed at work, estimated in grammes of pure alcohol. Boozing after work is, of course, more or less a constant and can offer nothing of interest to the serious researcher.

Here, for instance, is the chart of one Victor Totoshkin, Komsomol member: enjoy …
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And this is Alexei Blindyaev, Communist Party member since 1936, and shagged-out old creep:
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And behold – your humble servant, ex-brigade leader of the OTC cable layers, and author of the poem [Moscow-Petushki]
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Interesting lines, n’est-ce pas? […] Anyway, to the seeker after truth (like myself, for example), those lines let every cat out of every bag about man and the human heart: about his virtues, from the sexual to the practical, and his failings, from the practical to the sexual; about his degree of mental equilibrium, his aptitude for treachery, and all the secrets of his subconscious, if indeed he’s got any.

This was fine and well, until shagged-out old creep Alexei Blindyaev accidentally sent them off to the head office, in place of the ‘Socialist pledges’ that they sent monthly. I assume the pledges were a real thing, though I’ve no idea, and am too lazy to ask my mum. Venya’s pledges handily included to eliminate industrious injuries, and to ensure every sixth worker takes a course at a higher education institute: excellent pledges for a team of five men who did no work.

This accident,  “whether from stupidity or drink” , put to end Venya’s burgeoning month-long career.

My lucky star, which had flared up for four weeks, passed out of sight. My Crucifixion took place exactly thirty days after my Ascension. One month, that was all, between my Toulon and my St Helena. In short, they gave me the bullet, and replaced me with Alexei Blindyaev, decrepit old git and Communist Party member since 1936.

[…]

And I solemnly swear to you now, that to the end of my days I shall embark upon nothing which might bring about a repetition of my unhappy experience of life at the top. I shall remain at the bottom, and from down there spit on your whole social ladder. Yes. One spit for each rung. To climb up it, you’ve got to be a heathenish, thick-skinned bastard, a pervert, forged out of pure steel from head to foot. Which I’m not.

A moral case for a life of falling asleep drunk in building lobbies, clutching to one’s heart a suitcase full of booze! I’m not sure how much you believe Venya, if you think it’s cope or moral strength. I buy it because I buy the dichotomy: you brave the rickety rungs of the Soviet social ladder (the “top” of which is to be a cable-laying brigade leader), or languish in the gutter. An environment where one can get ahead with some hard work and smarts is, in Breznevian USSR, for most a distant inaccessible dream.

Our unemployed virtuous Venya is off to a place called Petushki, where his “happiness and salvation lies”.

Petushki is where the birds are never silent, day or night, where the jasmine never fails, winter or summer. Original sin – presuming there ever was one – doesn’t burden anybody there.

Petushki, a Moscow satellite town, is likely to have featured (like most other Moscow suburbs) grey Soviet apartment blocks, weeds pushing through cracks in asphalt roads, cigarette butts in the gutter, and, above, a lead-coloured sky. It’d be about a couple of hours' ride from the center. In Petushki, awaits Venya’s girlfriend —

that girl of mine, with the white eyes, white turning to whitish, that best-loved bitch of the lot, that flaxen-haired she-devil.

— and his son,

the chubbiest and best-behaved infant of them all.

Venya climbs aboard the train, excited to see them.

II. GRACEFUL AND NECESSARY SELF-DESTRUCTION

I’d call Moscow-Petushki “loser-fiction” (Eduard Limonov’s messed-up ‘83 novel Diary of a Loser, a Russian emigre’s fantasies of violence, homoeroticism, and resentment_,_ is the guiding star of the constellation). While Venya is undoubtedly a loser, his Brezhnev-era context questions how responsible he is for his unenviable state. Being a loser in a paper office in Slough in 2001 is different from being a loser on a rattling commuter train in 1970s Moscow. Limonov talked of always remaining loyal to the “glorious tribe of losers”, and while I’d hesitantly put Venechka amongst storytelling’s loser-tribe, I posit losers exist at both tips of a horseshoe-like spectrum, with a loser like the American boss from the Office on one tip — sorry I don’t remember is name — and Venya on another (the middle of the shoe is “not losers”). This is defined by how debased their environment is. Here’s a highly scientific diagram.
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I refer to the Office, because Moscow-Peutski brings to mind Ventakesh Rao’s RIbbanfarm post about cringe and shadow [https://www.ribbonfarm.com/2021/10/05/storytelling-cringe-and-the-banality-of-shadows/]. I mean, Venya is a sad failure, with a girlfriend and son, spending his attention on drink and self-pity. Something cringe-adjacent is happening, and I’ll explain what.

Rao writes:  “… what truly makes cringe is not that you’re watching a train wreck unfold, but that the train wreck is meaningless. It is sound and fury signifying nothing. There is no grand truth, either personal or universal, being tragically unveiled by cringe. Nobody learns anything because there’s nothing much to learn, even though there is plenty to lose. Cringe is the spectacle of graceless and unnecessary self-destruction that serves no lofty, ennobling purpose. It’s just stuff reasonable people would figure out how to avoid.”

I’m not sure if Venya’s life isn’t banal, but he does have dignity (spitting on the social rung), cunning and creativity (those graphs!) and magnanimity (care for employees). A grand truth is being unveiled already by Venya’s sufferings; if pressed, I’d claim it was the same truth most novels silently utter: the power structures in the world are all wrong (and then sheepishly remember Venya slept in an apartment lobby, talked to non-existent angels, and pissed away his job when he had a little kid).

Further in the article, Rao talks about cringe heorines, posing that a cringe heroine’s failure integrate into her social environment and inability to present “grace, composure, patience” is, in modern cringe mode, less a failure of character, and more a failure of society to make coherent demands of those who want to solve for dignity. In an unhealthy society, Rao says, the cringe character’s failing reflects poorly on society more than the character.

Moscow-Petushki inverts the cringe paradigm: in this Brezhnev-era USSR world, the cringe character is society. The USSR is a shadow-country! Little is available for a reasonably rational person: you cannot create except in the depths of alcoholic imagination, you cannot maintain dignity except for waking up in an apartment lobby with a suitcase pressed to your little heart. Thus the society’s failing reflects brilliantly on Venya; what we would consider idiocy in  — pick your favorite country, social-democratic Norway, libertarian USA, Catholic TheoState, whatever — in our shadow-country is genius.

I took everything out of my little suitcase, and gave it the once-over, from the sandwiches to the fortified rosé at a rouble 37. I ran my fingers over it, and suddenly felt depressed and jaded. Oh, Lord, you see before You everything I possess … But is this what I need? Is this what my soul hungers for? No, this is what people have given me instead. And if they’d given me what my soul hungers for, would I really have needed this_? You see, Lord? Have a look – fortified rosé at a rouble 37 …_

III. A SOUR MASH OF SORROW AND FEAR

Aboard the train, Venya tells us:

…as far back as I can remember, I’ve done nothing but fake spiritual health, every second of the day, and that’s what I expend all my powers on (not a scrap remaining), mental, physical, what have you. That’s why I’m boring. Everything you talk about, all your day-to-day concerns, well, they just pass me by, I couldn’t care less. Whereas the things that really concern me, I never say a word about, not to anyone.

I remember a while back people would be holding forth on some topic or other and I’d say, ‘What d’you want to bother with that crap for?’ ‘What crap? If this is crap, kindly tell us what isn’t.’ And I’d say, ‘I don’t know, I really don’t know. But it does exist!’

He tells us he’s been within shouting distance of “the stuff that isn’t crap”. It feels, he says, like a “sour marsh of sorrow and fear”. I’m going to take Venya seriously, and I have two ways of interpreting him. One is simply Venya longs for a steady happy safe life, the one most of us have and take for granted.

The other interpretation calls to mind festival scene burnouts who chase eternal truth on 300ug of LSD on dusty long-weekend, like asymptotes always approaching yet never reaching The Final Understanding. Having once owned an Om tapestry, I confidently claim those who never gave up their quarry go loopy and become degraded, reminiscent of Venya himself. I do wonder about those truth-seekers who kicked the habit, traded Rainbow Serpent wristbands for a steady pay-check and morning jogs. Do they become degraded in a spiritual way, by turning their back on Truth; do they give up something vital? Personally I think doing mushrooms in a van isn’t any bringing you closer to any truth that doing your taxes in Excel — and yet Venya drunk on the train is closer to the truth than some shagged-out Komsomol creep climbing the cable-layer ladder.

He’s approaching not just truth, but Petushki. Every Friday Venya’s girlfriend waits for him there, on the train platform, as she will wait for him again today. Venya’s excited to deliver to her the presents in his suitcase: a handful of nuts, meant as a reward for his son for drawing the letter U so well. He draws it marvellously, though he knows no other letters.

The last time Venya saw his kid, it went like this.

…the last time I turned up they told me he was asleep. They told me he was sick, he was in bed with a fever. I sat by his cot, drinking lemon vodka, and they left me alone with him. He really did have a fever, even the dimple in his cheek was feverish – that was weird, that something so insignificant could have a fever […] Anyway, I’d had three glasses of lemon vodka by the time he woke up and looked at me, and at the fourth glass in my hand. We had a long chat then, and I said: ‘Hey, listen, kiddo – don’t die, eh? Just think (after all, you can draw letters, that means you can think) it’d be really stupid to die, knowing only the letter U and nothing else. You surely understand that, that it’s stupid.’

‘I understand, Father.’ .

[…]

‘When I haven’t got you, kiddo, I’m all on my own. You understand that? You were running around in the woods this summer, weren’t you. You’ll probably remember what pine trees look like. Well, that’s me, I’m like a pine tree. They’re so tall, really tall, and so lonely – really, really lonely, same as me. And all they do is look up at the sky, same as me, but as for what’s under their feet, they don’t see that, and they don’t want to see it. They’re so green, and they’ll be green forever, until they fall down. And that’s like me – I’ll be green forever, till I fall down …

‘Green,’ said my little boy.

If you’re tallying up Venya’s failures of responsibilities and wondering if having a kid out of wedlock is taboo in the Soviet Union, the answer is a firm “yes”.



Pacing anxiously along the carriage, excited to get to Petushki, Venya shares with us his cocktail recipes. This is a famous part of the novel: devoted fans know well the Caanan Balsam:

“…you’d better write down the recipe for Canaan Balsam. You’ve only got one life, and if you want to see it out, you don’t make mistakes with recipes:


methylated spirits        100 g

milk stout        200 g

clear varnish        100 g



The Spirit of the Geneva:


White Lilac toilet water        50 g

sock deodorizer        50 g

Zhiguli beer        200 g

spirit varnish        150 g



The teaks of the Komsomolka:


Lavender water        15 g

Verbena        15 g

Forest Water eau-de-Cologne        30 g

nail varnish        2 g

mouthwash        150 g

lemonade        150 g



During preparation, the mixture should be stirred for twenty minutes with a sprig of honeysuckle. Honestly, when I see these people using bindweed instead of honeysuckle, I could split my sides laughing, I really could.

And, of course, the Dog’s Giblets:

What’s the most beautiful thing in life? The struggle to free all mankind. But here’s something even more beautiful – write it down:


Zhiguli beer        100 g

Sadko the Wealthy Guest shampoo        30 g

anti-dandruff solution        70 g

superglue        12 g

brake fluid        35 g

insecticide        20 g



Let it marinade for a week with some cigar tobacco, then serve.

Venya is teaching us such beautiful cocktail recipes, and we’re not sure if his son is still sick (or ever was), and he hasn’t talked about his girlfriend much, either. If you’ve shoved your nose into the corners of the internet where the acronym TLP means something, you might be tempted to ask: is Venya a narcissist? Recall that the Laschian definition is someone trying to fill an unfillable void inside themselves; driven by self-hatred they escape into a grandiose conception of reality (according to author of The Culture of Narcissism Christopher Lasch, this is most people in the modern world, and according to his spiritual disciple TLP, it’s you).

Well, lucky us, because the next part of the book demonstrates the social Venya. Our hero meets his fellow passengers, drunks on their own unhappy journeys.

Venya befriends a “grandfather” and “grandson” in his carriage (he notices they stole his vodka, but the offense is quickly forgiven). Soon they are joined by two others, passengers dubbed “Black Moustache” and “Decemberist”. The new friends drink and talk of the fate of the nation. It’s a soup of literary references and garbage-ideas vomited from every mouth, but in the mix are nuggets of undigested carrots with undeniable nutritional value. Like the theory provided by passenger “Black Moustache”, which claims all great Russians were heavy drinkers.

…Kuprin and Maxim Gorky were hardly ever sober [..] You know what Chekhov’s last words were? “Ich sterbe,” he said, “I’m dying”. Then he said, “Give me some champagne.” And then, and only then, did he die.”

…And Schiller drank a glass of champagne for each act he wrote, and Gogol drank vodka out of a champagne glass, and Mussogorsky was found drunk in a ditch by Rimsky-Korsakoff and forced to write his immortal opera Khovanschina. All of Russia’s honest men were alcoholics, Black Moustache claims, because they couldn’t relieve the people’s suffering. The Russian peasant drank because nothing else was available (he can’t buy books, because there’s no Gogol or Belinsky in the market, only vodka – yes, there’s plenty of vodka, any sort you like, draught or bottled). As for the intellectuals:

All Russia’s honest men drank like fish, yes. And why did they drink? They drank out of sheer desperation. They drank because they were honest! Because they weren’t able to relieve the people’s suffering […] every thinking person in Russia now drinks without coming up for air, agonizing about the peasants. And that’s how it is still, right up to our own times!

I’m not certain that’s why Venya drinks, but I’m not certain it’s not. Perhaps there’s truth to that, although not everyone buys the theory.

‘Stop!’ the Decembrist broke in. ‘Surely it’s possible not to drink? Just to take yourself in hand, and not drink. I mean, what about Goethe? He didn’t drink at all.’

‘Didn’t drink? Not a drop?’ Black Moustache half stood up in amazement and put his beret back on. ‘No, it can’t be done.’

‘It can, you know. The man was able to take himself in hand, and he never touched the stuff.’

‘D’you mean Johann von Goethe? Privy Councillor Goethe?’

‘The very same. He never touched it. Not a drop.’

‘That’s weird. So what if Schiller offered him a glass of champagne, say?’

‘Not even then. He’d get a grip of himself and he’d say, “No, thanks, old boy, never touch it.”’

Black Moustache visibly slumped, crestfallen. His entire theory, his whole elegant system, constructed out of impassioned and brilliantly stretched points, had been publicly demolished.

And — crutially — Venya sticks up for Black Moustache.

“So you reckon Privy Councillor Goethe never touched a drop?’ I turned to the Decembrist. ‘Well, do you know why? D’you know what stopped him drinking? All the best minds of the day drink like fish and he doesn’t? Eh? [….] “you think he doesn’t fancy a drink? Of course he does. But he doesn’t want to make an arse of himself, so he gets all his characters to do his drinking for him!”

This is a colossal display of magnanimity. Amidst Black Moustache’s complete nonsense that is not quite nonsense, and yet that Venya clearly does not buy, Venya sticks up for his fellow passenger. He does not have to! He could easily let the subject drop, but his soggy soul finds the energy to rescue Black Moustache’s theory.

And, later, when the “Grandfather” tries to tell a story about a friend of his, a chairman unlucky in love who used to “cry and piss on the floor”, but is unable to finish it — bursting into tears — Venya reacts like so:

“…I sat there and felt for [him], I understood his tears. He was just so sorry for everything and everybody: for the chairman, for the lousy nickname they’d given him, for the wall he’d pissed on, for the boat, and the blackheads – he was sorry for everything. First love, or final pity, what’s the odds? When Christ was dying on the Cross, he commanded us to have pity, he certainly didn’t command us to mock. Pity, and love for the world, are one and the same thing. Love for every clod of earth, and every womb. And pity for the fruit of every womb.

‘Hey, come on, old man,’ I said. ‘I’ll stand you a drink, you’ve earned it! That was a terrific love story!”

We’re all on the wagon of life together; Venya knows it. In his warm heart he understands we must treat one another like brothers and sisters. Venya might be escaping from reality, but into nothing especially grandiose, and his own conception of himself seems measured; he is driven by self-pity and the pity of “the fruit of every womb”, not self-hatred or love. Those around him are not instruments of gratification but fellow sufferers. His own suffering is central, let’s grant that; he does tell his possibly-sick son he’s a lonely tree. And yet, the brotherhood of man is alive in Venya.

IV. DRINKING IN A WORLD WHERE FACTS DON’T MATTER

Scott Adams, the Dilbert cartoonist hated by swathes of the internet, wrote a book called Win Bigly: Persuasion in a World where Facts Don’t Matter in which he brags about predicting Donald Trump’s election, and explains how he thinks he did it. In the book Adams talks about a concept called “mental filter”. People experience, Scott says, not unmediated reality but a sea of mental constructs, coloured by biases, faults, perceptions, the incomplete information we receive, and so on — that is, our mental filter. Uncontroversial so far, but Adams goes on to claim the way to evaluate if one’s mental filter is “any good” (since we don’t need to know the True Nature of Reality to live happy lives) is to ask: 1. does it make me happy and 2. is it any good at predicting the future?

Adams provides some crude examples: his childhood “Christian kid” mental filter, bad because it didn’t predict the future (prayer didn’t work); his edgy teenage atheist phase had an insufferable atheist filter, better with predictions, but made him miserable. He settles on his current filter, which he calls the “wet robot” filter. This filter states humans are biological machines subject to analogous issues and biases that any machine is subject to. In other words, his mental filter is, he claims, “humans have mental filters”.

This has the sophistication of a drunk middle-aged man with shit-stained chinos when compared to more thought-out points of view like, critical rationalism’s “approaching the truth like an asymptote”, David Bentley Hart’s theism, or, even the narcissist-modernity view of the world trumpeted by podcasters who haven’t read anything other than that one Lasch book. The crux of the problem, the shit staining the chinos, is the boxing of oneself in with a simplistic arbitrary worldview, the fitness of which is evaluated on happiness and predictive ability, and is justified as “well, everyone has an arbitrary worldview, so I might as well built mine”.

Isn’t Venya, consciously or unconsciously, constructing himself a such worldview; isn’t he taking Scott Adams advice? Kind of, but with one critical opposite.

I assume (with little evidence) that Scott Adams, like a lot of American bloggers, lives a largely cerebral, virtual life. Contact with material reality is diminished — contact with a digital reality (a recent construct made of biases and noisy human bickering, mediated by social and traditional media) the norm. Adams can say whatever he wants about Trump’s campaign, he’s not seriously affected, he’s commenting on spectacle with a spectacle of his own, taking part in a grandiose theater, a game of emotions played on his screens. He dwells in a collective hallucination, and in Win Bigly, his self-aggrandizing tale of navigating it skews a lot closer to Laschian narcissism than Venya’s story.

Venya’s world, meanwhile, is real, brutal, and completely controlled. His system affords him no freedom. Scott Adams’s screeds don’t matter overmuch except as what other people, whose opinions also don’t matter overmuch, think of him. For Venya, stating the opinion thing to the wrong person can mean imprisonment or death, and having an ill-fitting world-view can mean despair or suicide. Hell — consider this story, this very novel, and ponder on what it might have cost the author.

So, yes, both construct their own reality. Adams, spectrally drifting and unmoored in meaningless digitalism, constructs a spectacle-reality in which to be a successful blogger. Venya, trapped in crushing Breznevian misery, builds a booze-world as a bolthole from his pain, in which he can be human (and dodge responsibilities to his girlfriend and son). It’s a shame that his bolthole is filling up with vodka, and he’s going to drown.
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A classic Moscow-Petushki book cover. Shades of Wally from Dilbert?

V. A FREELY ACCELERATING LOGOS

Back on the carriage the conversation devolves. Everyone is even drunker than before, as expected when the drinking is ceaseless, and Venya descends into something that, to be charitable we’ll call inspirational story-telling (to be accurate, we’d have to call it lying). He explains to his sojourners that not only has he been to America (a place of “playthings of capitalist ideology, puppets in the hands of the arms barons”), he’s even gallivanted around Europe.

“…I was in Italy, and they don’t pay Russians a blind bit of notice there. All they do is sing and paint. I mean, one Italian’ll be standing singing, and another’ll be sitting beside him, painting the one that’s singing. And a bit further off there’ll be a third Italian, singing about the one that’s painting. It’d make you weep, and they don’t understand our sorrow.”

Neither can we, readers of rationalist blogs, understand this sorrow of his. We can only read on, as Venya  walked around the Maginot line; kept meaning to visit Luigi Longo (secretary of Italian communist party; I assume a topical witty reference in the ’70’s but I had to look it up), and even tried to study at the Sorbonne.

It’s striking to me, here, that Venya is obviously lying. He hasn’t (I naively think) lied before; at least these are believable, modest, lies.

“….I arrive at the Sorbonne and I tell them: “I want to study for a baccalaureat.” And they say: “If you want to study for a baccalaureat, you need some sort of inherent phenomenon. What’ve you got in the way of an inherent phenomenon?” Well, really, what could I say? “How can I have any sort of inherent phenomenon? I’m an orphan, for God’s sake.” “What, from Siberia?” they ask. “Yes, Siberia,” I say. “Oh well, if you’re from Siberia, there must be some sort of inherent distinction about your psyche. So, what is it?” Well, I had a think. I mean, this isn’t Khrapunovo, this is the Sorbonne, I’ve got to say something really clever. Anyway, after a bit of thought, I said: “Okay – as an inherent phenomenon, I am a freely accelerating Logos.” But while I was thinking up something smart, the Director of the Sorbonne had been creeping up behind me, and he suddenly wallops me on the back of the neck. “You’re an idiot,” he says. “You aren’t any kind of Logos! Get out, Yerofeev!” he shouts. “Go on, get the hell out of our glorious Sorbonne!”

His companions start snoring.

Venya is now publicly constructing another reality, playing with possibility like plasticine, which is another way of saying he’s making shit up. This is a shift, and we should wonder if we glimpse the self-grandiosity of Laschian narcissism. Perhaps he’s not a narcissist yet, but one day the Sorbonne will take him, and suddenly there’s a yawning void inside his heart he’ll trying to fill. It’s interesting to consider what a contemporary Western Venya would be like; I’ve no doubt he’d be a full-on narcissist and a total shithead.

Our actual Venya’s constructed reality, mind you, is so powerless that his sojourners are asleep.



Things get bad now. Did you expect them to? Things sour; they begin to — slowly, but unstoppably — go awry. At the next station, after an encounter with a ticket inspector who, in lieu of collecting monetary fines for those without tickets, simply demands a single ml of vodka per kilometer traveled, poor Venya is caught in the rush of disembarking crowd, spins around “like a turd in an ice hole”, and collapses on the train bench, disoriented.

There, the troubles really begin.

VI.  DURCH LEIDEN - LICHT

“My, my,’ cried the Decembrist. ‘Isn’t it nice we’re all so cultured! We’re just like characters out of Turgenev, all sitting around arguing about love.”

Venya’s an intellectual guy. He’s had an education, and at least some of it must’ve been autodidactic because few will teach you the Bible in the USSR. I don’t think the reference-soup that tumbles from his, and his companion’s, mouths, like trash from an upturned bin, exists to show us just how fallen Venechka is,to highlight some wasted potential. What we, in fact, see is the debris of a failed system, that’s necessarily a part of Venya. Venya is perfectly sane and reasonable; his actions are both a response to his living conditions, and living living conditions, living through him.

Venya and friends are ruled by a stagnant dysfunctional system making strong objective false claims on the telos of society — “building communism”, socialist pledges — while at the same time ostensibly valuing knowledge, and even providing (in many ways) an okay education. It’s not that you won’t stumble out of highschool ignorant of mathematics and Turgenev: it’s that the society you stumble into has little use for it, unless you are lucky or well-connected enough to latch onto the correct social ladder. It’s not even that the system’s degraded; the system is tragic. What good is Kant and the New Testament if you’re a laid-off cable-layer in the USSR? Philosophy and literature that feeds the human soul finds the soul suffering and drunk in a rattling train carriage.

It would also be incorrect to say that this debris finds no practical use: the Biblical references in much of Venya’s sympathies almost provide a functional system for his love. The angels help, too. The debris of Christianity, as it exists in a Soviet alcoholic, infuses with grandeur and kindness both the suffering of the poor man and of those around him. With his debris, religious and intellectual, Venya is adapting to an inhumane world with the humanity he has available. He’s preserved his curiosity, energy and humanity in an alcoholic magic kingdom. It kind of works. But it can only work for so long.

VII. AN EXTREMELY NASTY RIDDLE
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An appropriate Moscow-Petushki book cover

With Venya slumped and disoriented on the train seat, the text leaves material reality entirely; let’s leave Venya alone as he (passed out, on a train bench, most likely) leads a hallucinatory revolution in a Russian village, declares war on Norway, and shortens the Russian alphabet. On return to the physical world, our utterly disoriented hero crawls into a corner of the wagon in a state of paranoia.

He is very frightened.

He is pressing his face to the window. Outside, it’s dark, but it should be light.

“I don’t like this darkness. I don’t like it one bit.’

Well, the six swigs of Kuban vodka were already hitting the spot, gently, one at a time, getting to the heart of the matter; and my heart went into battle with my reason …”

“So what’s so special about this darkness, that you don’t like it? Darkness is darkness, there’s nothing you can do about it. Darkness gives way to light, and light gives way to darkness – that’s how I see it. Yes, and like it or not, the darkness isn’t going anywhere, so there’s only one solution – you’ve just got to accept it…”

The joy is gone. Venya is scared. Why is it dark? He’s been on the train for a long time. Why hasn’t he arrived yet?

The self chastisement begins, then.

“ ‘So what about the other people, eh? D’you think you’re superior to them? They’re on the same train, they’re not asking why it’s taking so long, or why it’s got dark. They’re just sitting quietly staring out the windows. Why should you be travelling faster than them? God, you’re really funny, Venya – funny and disgusting. It’s all go with you. I mean, you’ve had a drink, Venya, you want to be a bit more discreet, don’t think you’re smarter or better than them.”

How non-narcissistic our magnanimous hero is!

Things don’t make sense, though. Last Friday, Venya’s girlfriend met him at 11am. It was definitely daylight.

“But this Friday, at 11 o’clock, it can be pitch-dark already, just use your eyes. You do know the days get shorter, right? You do know that? Obviously you know nothing, and you think you know it all.”

He begins to nod off, when —


“ There in front of me was a thing with no legs, no tail, and no head.

‘Who are you?’ I asked in astonishment.

‘Guess who!’ And it burst out laughing. Laughing like a cannibal.”



[…]

“So, you’re going to Petushki, eh? The town where the jasmine never fails, winter or summer, and so forth? Where the–’

‘That’s right. Where the jasmine never fails, winter or summer, and so forth.”

“Where that tart of yours wallows in silks and jasmine, and the little birds flutter down and kiss her wherever they fancy?’

‘That’s right. Wherever they fancy.’

It burst out laughing again and whacked me in the solar plexus.

‘Listen, chum – this is a Sphinx here. And it’s not going to let you through.”

Naturally, the Sphinx offers riddles.

“Anyway, I’m telling you – I’m not letting you through, and that means no. Or rather, I will, but on one condition only – that you answer five of my riddles.”

I think it would be fun for us to do a few with the Sphinx!

“Right, the famous shock-worker Alexei Stakhanov used to go for a piss twice a day, and once every two days for a crap. Only whenever he went on a bender, he’d take a leak four times a day, but not once a crap. Calculate how many times a year shock-worker Stakhanov went for a piss, and how many times for a crap, assuming he got smashed three hundred and twelve days in the year.”


Notes


[312]

days he went for a piss 4 times a day, giving us 1248 pisses . Assuming a non leap year this leaves 52 days in which he’d go for 104 pisses and 26 craps. The total is 1352 pisses and 26 craps.

Venya isn’t as game as us, though.

“That’s a lousy riddle, Sphinx, it’s got a really swinish subtext. I’m not even going to try and solve a crap riddle like that.’

‘Oh, so you won’t? Well, we’ll have you singing yet. Here’s the second one.”

The next riddle is a bit dark and nasty, let’s skip it, I won’t tell you about it. Even Venya hates it.

“No, I’m sorry, Sphinx, I’m not even going to try and solve it. That’s an extremely nasty riddle. Let’s have the next one.’

‘Ha-ha! Give us the next one! Right – as everybody knows, there are no points A in Petushki. Even more so, there are no points C. There are only points B. So – the great explorer Papanin, wishing to rescue Vodopyanov, left point B1, heading for point B2. At that same instant, Vodopyanov, wishing to rescue Papanin, left point B2, heading for point B1. For some reason or other they both ended up at point B3, located at twelve of Vodopyanov’s spits from point B1, and sixteen of Papanin’s spits from point B2. Bearing in mind that Papanin could spit a distance of three metres, seventy-two centimetres, and Vodopyanov couldn’t spit at all, did Papanin really set out to rescue Vodopyanov?”

Vodopyanov could not spit, so B1 is, in fact, B3. Papanin left B1. B2, we are told, is 16*3=48 meters from B1 (and also B3). We do not know if Papanin thought he was going to rescue Vodopyanov but we can infer he wasn’t, because they were at the same point and then Papanin left. Probably they had an argument.

If the riddling sphinx is happening in Venya’s overactive imagination, one would think he’d come to a similar conclusion.  Can an alcoholic pose himself a problem he cannot solve? My answer is yes, because on a spiritual level everything happening here is true: Venya’s interior world is no more his to control than the rattle of the carriage or the shine of the vodka bottle.

I will now ask those of you who might yet read the book, and do not want to know what happens next, to alight here and switch trains to Section VIII, End of the Line. Everyone else, furrow your brows for another quiz.

“Lord Chamberlain, Prime Minister of the British Empire, slipped on somebody’s vomit, coming out of the buffet at Petushki Station, and when he fell, he knocked over a table. Prior to being overturned, the table held the following: two cakes at 35 kopecks, two portions of beef stroganoff at 73 kopecks, two portions of cow’s udder at 39 kopecks, and two decanters of sherry, each containing 800 grammes. The crockery stayed in one piece, but all the food was spoilt. As for the sherry: one decanter remained intact, but all the sherry spilled out of it; the other decanter was smashed to smithereens, but not a drop was spilled. Right then, counting the cost of an empty sherry decanter as six times that of a portion of cow’s udder – and every child knows the price of sherry – calculate the bill presented to Lord Chamberlain, Prime Minister of the British Empire, at Kursk Station buffet.’

‘Why Kursk Station?’

‘Why not Kursk Station?’

‘But where did he slip? He slipped at Petushki, right? I mean, Lord Chamberlain slipped in the buffet at Petushki!’

‘Yes, but he paid his bill in Kursk Station. So how much did it come to?”

This one is beyond my limits. Sorry. Maybe one of the readers can write a python script to solve it.

“Okay, okay, let’s hear the last one.’

‘Right then. Minin’s going along the road and who should he meet but Pozharsky. “You’re looking a bit off today, Minin,” says Pozharsky. “You must’ve been hitting the bottle.” “Yes, and you look a bit off as well, Pozharsky. You’re asleep on your feet.” “So tell us the truth now, Minin, what’ve you had to drink?” “Right,” says Minin, “I’ll tell you. First off I had 150 grammes of Rossiiskaya, then I had 150 grammes of pepper vodka, 200 grammes of Stolichnaya, 550 grammes of Kuban, and 700 grammes of half-and-half. What about you?” “I had exactly the same,” says Pozharsky. “So where are you headed for?” says Minin. “Where d’you think?” says Pozharsky. “Petushki, of course. What about you?” “But that’s where I’m going, my dear Prince. You’re headed in the wrong direction.” “No,” says Pozharsky. “It’s you that’s going in the wrong direction.” Anyway, to cut a long story short, they managed to convince each other they were going the wrong way, and they had to turn back. Pozharsky went the way Minin had been going, and Minin went the way Pozharsky had been going. And they both ended up at Kursk Station. Okay now, tell me this – supposing they hadn’t changed directions, but had stuck to their original route, where would they have ended up? Where would Pozharsky have got to? Tell me.’

‘Petushki?’ I said hopefully. ‘Petushki, right?”

“Ha! You’re kidding, aren’t you? Pozharsky ended up at Kursk Station, that’s where!”

Because, the Sphinx says, nobody ever gets to Petushki.

The Sphinx vanishes. Suddenly it’s not as pitch black as before. In fact, out the window, there’s a sign for Pokrov station. Wonderful! That’s only three stops away from Petushki! Venya’s misgivings subside and settle like sediment at the bottom of his heart.

But not for long. The sediment stirs, and cold unfriendly reason leads him to a dawning horror.

“Okay, I’m now going away from Pokrov Station, right. I’ve seen the station sign, and the bright lights. ‘Pokrov’ and bright lights, that’s great. But how come they appear on the right-hand side of the train? Fair enough, my reasoning’s somewhat eclipsed, but I’m not a kid, I do know that if Pokrov Station’s to the right of the track, then that means I’m travelling out of Petushki, and not from Moscow to Petushki! That mangy Sphinx!”

He is in complete panic. He rushes up and down the train. The other passengers are gone; he’s all alone. He has overslept and missed his stop.

Nobody gets to Petushki, where the jasmine grows.



“You know, it’s disgusting, those swines’ve turned my country into a shit-hole, it’s hellish – they make people hide their tears, and show off their laughter! Miserable bastards! They’ve left us nothing but grief and fear, and on top of that – on top of that, they’ve made laughter public, yes, and banned tears!”

Let’s leave the rest of the book shrouded in darkness. I will only say it’s tragedy upon tragedy. A blend of hallucinations and reality, but even the hallucinations are reality, because of course all events in this book are real. The house of cards is swept aside by a veiny Soviet arm, and everything is annihilated.

VIII. END OF THE LINE
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The central square of Petushki, in real life, as of 2003.

Earlier we asked: is Venya’s self-destruction graceless or unnecessary? There’s a lot you could claim it to be, especially with the analytical toolbox of a 2022 rationalist blog reader (learned helplessness crossed my mind; I wonder if Integrated Family Systems can be shoved in there; what if Gendlin Focusing can be a metaphor for a riddle-posing Sphinx), but I want to go back to the “general” and “human” here, use only words that appear in the Bible, and make claim Venya’s self-destruction is graceful and necessary because it produced this book.

This is a novel, our character Venya is not the real Venedikt Erofeyev, so what! Both Venyas share with us their innermost “sour mash of fear”; entertain us, force us to pause and feel, show us their attempts to maintain sodden dignity in a mad world; they hand to us their knowledge and love even as they lay withering in history’s overgrown cemetery. Venya has gifted us poetry made from his own unfair pains, failures, and terrible decisions. Angels at a station, a free-wheeling logos. It works marvellously; he almost gets into the Soborune, and we ourselves see a glimpse of truth (not with a capital T, Venya graciously avoids grandiosity,  let’s also do that; it’s just truth). He has, in a real way, communicated it with you and I through time and space, from beyond the grave; without such self-destruction there would be no book, no communication, no otherworldly message.

In 1985, the author Venedikt Yerofeyev developed throat cancer and soon could only speak through a squawker-box. In 1990, he passed away. There is a monument to Venya, the fictional, in central Moscow, where he is depicted on a train platform in a non-sober state. Nearby is a statue of his girlfriend, waiting.

The book Moscow-Petushki was distributed by samizdat (hand-made copies of a book, made illegally by readers) around the USSR and Russia. While it was first printed in Israel in ’73 (300 copies), its debut appearance in its homeland was in an abridged format in 1989, when it was printed in the journal Sobriety and Culture, as an example of the dangers of alcoholism.

Lecturning on Moscow-Petushki, Russian literary critic Yevgeny Zharinov reminisced on (I paraphrase) how wonderful those old Soviet train-wagons were, with their drunks and their sodden philosophizing. All across suburban train lines of Russia, sat Diogeneses in their barrels; intellectual garbage spewed from their mouth, and there was much clinking of glasses. They haven’t died out, Zharinov said, not yet; but, God, how much more degraded and terrible most have become, now that the bottle is second fiddle to what’s nowadays available, now that drugs have arrived. The happy clinking of glasses is replaced by Krokodil-eaten flesh, what’s 100ml of vodka when you have a syringe to truly re-arranges your world, no imagination needed. The alcoholic's pallid complexion is cherubic in comparison to the gargoyle-faces of the new century’s passengers.Venya’s sodden little train-wagon, with its snoring drunkards and riddling Sphinxes, is a cozy happy heaven compared to the wagons that crossed the country in the last decade. Those that will cross it this year are, to us all, a mystery, but since the grotesque nightmare that began February 2022; my bet is on them being rotten zombies, grotesque caricatures of something that was once beautiful, like their insane necrophilic homeland is fast becoming. Sweet, poor, degraded Venya and his friends didn’t know how good they had it. The unhappy lesson of this wonderful book is to love one another as we are now, because, no matter how bad things seem, they can always get worse.






Nobody wants to read your sh*t by Steven Pressfield

This book title punches you in the face. No one wants to read what you write!

It’s powerful because it resonates with both amateur and seasoned writers. And the title even tells you what you’ll learn in the book: How to get others to want to read your writing.

Though I’ve been practicing writing, I have just learned 70% of what I know about good writing from this book.

The shocking part is that the lessons aren’t only about writing but about communicating with others. How do you tell your university admission story in an interesting way? How do you narrate your Spring break in an engaging way?

(I’ll use writing, communicating, and speaking somewhat interchangeably)

The secret to writing so that readers are interested is hidden in the second meaning of NOBODY WANTS TO READ YOUR SH*T. It’s a revelation of how to write, or communicate, in a compelling way. I would love to just tell you the secret, but you have to properly understand the first meaning: No one wants to read what you write!

There is one critical writing principle that will lead us to the second meaning. According to Steven Pressfield, it is a non-negotiable for all good narratives, whether it’s a novel, your college acceptance story, or even this post.

Principle: There are 3 acts.

Act one - Hooking the audience

Act two - Building the tension and complications

Act three - Paying it all off

So far, we’re in Act one and I’ll explain as we go.

Act One: Nobody wants to read your sh*t!

In Pressfield’s book, Act One is a wake-up call: People don’t like reading your writing. In fact, people don’t like reading anything at all.

“Sometimes young writers acquire the idea from their years in school that the world is waiting to read what they've written. They get this idea because their teachers had to read their essays or term papers or dissertations.

In the real world, no one is waiting to read what you've written.

Sight unseen, they hate what you've written. Why? Because they might have to actually read it.

Nobody wants to read anything.

Let me repeat that. Nobody-not even your dog or your mother- has the slightest interest in your … one-act play, your Facebook page or your new sesame chicken joint at Canal and Tchoupitoulas.

It isn't that people are mean or cruel. They're just busy.

Nobody wants to read your shit”. — Steven Pressfield

Isn’t that refreshing and profound? Pressfield shines a light on a dark truth that we all know but choose to ignore.

It’s an open secret, just like the fact that everyone farts or picks their nose in private. Every artist, entrepreneur, writer, and so on has to confront this truth: no one innately cares about consuming their work. Remember, people are busy.

This makes you realize that readers need a compelling reason to read your writing.

Listeners need a compelling reason to pay attention to your story.

“Make it so compelling that a person would have to be crazy NOT to read it“ — Steven Pressfield

This is the job of the writer: to discover and eliminate those things that don’t make the writing compelling.

And oh, there are quite a number of things to improve.

Act Two: You lack empathy and do not know the foundational writing principles

Developing empathy is the biggest applicable lesson from the book, so let’s step through what it means.

Developing empathy is about being able to switch rapidly from the producer to the consumer perspective. From the writer to the reader's perspective. From the entrepreneur to the customer’s perspective.

“You learn to ask yourself with every sentence and every phrase: Is this interesting? Is it fun or challenging or inventive? Am I giving the reader enough? Is she bored? Is she following where I want to lead her?“ — Steven Pressfield

This ability to empathize with the audience is core to great writing (and speaking too). It is the main trunk from which all other foundational writing principles attach.

We already discussed one of the principles: the three-act rule.

“By hooking them (Act One), building the tension and complications (Act Two), and paying it all off (Act Three).

That's how a joke is told. Setup, progression, punch line.

It's how any story is told.

Have you ever tried to seduce somebody? The hook, the build, the payoff.

Ever tried to sell somebody something?

Ever gotten in trouble and tried to talk your way out of it?

The hook, the build, the payoff.

Euripides worked in three acts. Shakespeare did.

Do you know something they don't?“

I have been shocked by how pervasive and common this three-act rule is

House of Cards

Act One - A politician is denied a promised political office and plots his revenge against the President and those involved.

Act Two - Main character(s) faces trials and tribulations on the journey to claiming power, in the process, getting their hands even dirtier and ever closer to losing it all.

Act Three - Main character achieves some victory (passing a bill or getting a position), no doubt through some morally dubious means.

*Because House of Cards is a series, the third act is often short-lived and “turns out” to be part of Act two.

Game of Thrones

Beginning - Different houses desire to sit on the Iron Throne and rule Westeros in the name of greed, honor, and power.

Middle - Winter is coming, there are battles, wars, backstabbing, intrigue, and cruelty.

End - I never finished GOT. (My guess: Someone achieved some empty victory that left many dead and left the winner a changed character, and Westeros, a changed Kingdom.

Everyone explicitly or implicitly uses the three acts. Experts master the rules before breaking them.

Foundational Writing Principles:

1. Every story must have a concept. It must put a unique and original spin, twist, or framing device upon the material.

2. Every story must be about something. It must have a theme.

3. Every story must have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Act One, Act Two, Act Three.

4. Every story must have a hero.

5. Every story must have a villain.

6. Every story must start with an Inciting Incident, embedded within which is the story's climax.

7. Every story must escalate through Act Two in terms of energy, stakes, complication, and significance/meaning as it progresses.

8. Every story must build to a climax centered around a clash between the hero and the villain that pays off everything that came before and that pays it off on theme.

And guess what? You have not applied these concepts and that’s why

NOBODY WANTS TO READ YOUR SH*T - Steven Pressfield

You haven’t had the empathy to write in the best way for the reader (by following the foundational writing principles)5.

But if you understand the Foundational Writing Principles and develop empathy, then you can clean up your writing and understand the second meaning of

NOBODY WANTS TO READ YOUR SH*T - Steven Pressfield

Act Three - 2nd meaning: Nobody likes when you haven’t worked to get the egotistical part (the sh*t) out of your writing.

Now you know how to get your ego out of the way. You now write valuing the reader’s time. You tell stories with the plot arc in mind. You focus on helping or entertaining them. You adhere to the foundational writing principles.

You follow the 3 acts.

Act one - Hooking the audience

Act two - Building the tension and complications

Act three - Paying it all off

And you do all these with empathy for the reader/listener.

It’s not easy. I’ve found it difficult to switch between the writer and reader perspectives as I edited this post. But I am also more aware of what makes writing compelling or interesting to the reader.

I hope you’re now more confident of how to tell a good story of how you spent your favorite trip. Or how you became close with your best friend.

Answer: Use the three acts.

Did you understand the 3 acts in this post?

Act one - Hooking the audience.

No one cares about reading your writing, maybe because they’re mean.

Act two - Building the tension and complications.

Showing all the principles you violate when you communicate without empathy.

Act three - Paying it all off.

Now you know how to write well: by showing empathy and getting rid of the sh*t (ego) that no one wants to read.

So getting people to want to read your sh*t is about valuing the reader’s attention, writing with empathy for them, and getting your ego out of the way of the message.

Remember, NOBODY WANTS TO READ YOUR SH*T






Now It Can Be Told: The Story of the Manhattan Project by General Leslie M. Groves

Explosive Revelations of the Twentieth Century
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The enemy’s gate is a 2,892-stage diffusion cascade.



So, a colonel walks out of a meeting, when a general pulls him aside to offer him an assignment in Washington.

It would be funnier if he was walking into a bar instead.

No, listen. The general tells him the assignment is so important that the Secretary of War and the President himself had to approve it. In fact, it’s so significant, it has the potential to win the World War Two outright! Now – what does the colonel say?

I still think it should have been a bar. But fine – I don’t know. What?

He says – “I don’t want to stay in Washington.”

I find American jokes are mostly not very funny, and I’m afraid yours are no exception.

But it’s not a joke! It’s the start of the Manhattan Project!

Wait, what?

According to General Leslie M. Groves’s account in his memoir, Now It Can Be Told: The Story of the Manhattan Project, that’s exactly how it went down when then-Colonel Groves was offered the position by General Somerville.

I admit I’m unfamiliar with the details of the US side of World War Two history, but even I know Groves headed the Manhattan Project. So if your story is true, he must have taken the assignment after all. What changed his mind?

Well, what he really wanted was an assignment abroad where the actual combat was happening. But orders were orders, and from what he says, he didn’t have much of a choice. Somerville tried to give him a bit of a pep talk when introducing the job, but it didn’t seem to buoy his enthusiasm any:


My spirits fell as I realized what he had in mind. “Oh, that thing,” I said.



But the Manhattan Project was the poster child of successful wartime military technological development! You’re telling me it succeeded in spite of being headed by someone who didn’t even want to run it?

Hey, don’t you dare suggest Groves would have given anything less than complete dedication to any assignment he did for this country! You have no idea the amount of risk and toil and sheer grit he put into the project to get it to succeed.

Fine, chill out. I suppose this General Somerville must have been pretty persuasive, to convince Groves to put in so much effort on an assignment he didn’t even want?

Groves would have put in effort anyways – but Somerville’s portrayal of the situation to Groves as he dumped the project in his lap might perhaps have been just a tiny bit biased by his need for Groves to agree to take the job:


He outlined my mission, painting a very rosy picture for me: “The basic research and development are done. You just have to take the rough designs, put them into final shape, build some plants and organize an operating force and your job will be finished and the war will be over.” Naturally I was skeptical, but it took me several weeks to realize just how overoptimistic an outlook he had presented.



So how far along was everything in reality?

In truth, at the time Groves took charge of the project, not even the basic scientific research demonstrating the feasibility of nuclear weapons was done, much less any work on actual bomb design.

Wow, so Somerville was practically just lying? What did Groves do next, then? Try to get reassigned to his original post? Complain to General Marshall?

Wrong! Groves was a greater kind of man, not like you or I. The more impossible the task, the more determined he became to see it through, like the protagonist of an Edgar Albert Guest poem.

Yeah, right – I’m not buying it. Since I know Groves didn’t actually leave the project, just give up and tell me already what else happened to convince him that the prospects of his new assignment were brighter than the dearth of work done up to that point suggested.

But no road-to-Damascus moment ever happened! Groves just had faith from the start that he would manage it somehow, and like Guest’s optimist, “if he worried, he hid it”:


One of my first acts after learning that I was to have charge of the uranium project was to tackle what my recent construction experience led me to believe would be our greatest single obstacle. I did not see how we could possibly get the job done with nothing better than an AA-3 priority, and I did not feel inclined to fail by default. It seemed quite simple to me – if ours was really the most urgent project, it would have the top priority.

On September 19, I called upon Donald Nelson, the head of the War Production Board, and stated my views very simply but most definitely. His reaction was completely negative; however, he quickly reversed himself when I said that I would have to recommend to the President that the project should be abandoned because the War Production Board was unwilling to co-operate with his wishes.

When I left his office, I had in my pocket a letter signed by Nelson, saying:

“I am in full accord with the prompt delegation of power by the Army and Navy Munitions Board, through you, to the District Engineer, Manhattan District, to assign an AAA rating, or whatever lesser rating will be sufficient, to those items the delivery of which, in his opinion, cannot otherwise be secured in time for the successful prosecution of the work under his charge.”

Just why Nelson gave in so easily, I will never know. I would have been most unwilling to have had this difficulty brought up to the President; the problem was mine. To have admitted frustration so early would have been most distasteful. And while I still had little liking for my new assignment, it was mine to carry.

In any event, as a result of my visit to Mr. Nelson, we had no major priority difficulties for nearly a year.



Well, I’ll grant you that the man can pull a bluff. But if the Manhattan Project had top priority and they could get all the resources they wanted, then why does everyone act like their success is so impressive? Every rando on twitter takes the Manhattan Project as a byword for any difficult tech-related project they want done quickly. But if you throw enough money and resources at a problem, it will get solved no matter how unexceptional the management might be, right? And the Manhattan Project wasn’t even that fast – the Allies had already finished defeating the Nazis in Europe with only conventional weapons, before Groves’s nukes were even ready.

Your implication that the Manhattan Project took the whole war is completely unfair. From Groves’s account, he only took charge in September 1942, and the project can’t really be considered to have started in earnest until then. And recall, the bombs were dropped on Japan in August, 1945. Do the math – that’s just under three years. The entire Manhattan Project took less time than it took the Germans to build an airport, or Boston to build a subway tunnel.

Fine, but at least some of the research had already been done before 1942, or else there wouldn’t have been international interest in nuclear weapons to begin with. So don’t try to convince me they were starting from scratch.

Sure, some research had been done on nuclear physics, but nothing substantive in the way of bombs specifically, which is what really mattered. Groves himself says:


All that had been done by the middle of 1942 was to demonstrate theoretically the possible feasibility and effectiveness of an atomic bomb. Its probable design and size were unknown.



Consider all the steps of the development process: finishing the basic research – designing, constructing, and operating the massive and complex plants and reactors producing fissile material – designing and building the bombs themselves – testing the bombs – choosing, equipping and training the team to deploy the bombs – selecting the targets – and deploying the bombs in action. Consider that all of this, everything, was started and finished in an interval of less than three years! And you still dare tell me you’re not impressed?

Rather than impressed, now I’m just confused. Neither separating uranium isotopes for a uranium bomb, nor producing plutonium in a reactor for a plutonium bomb, are quick or easy processes. Both require massive amounts of construction just to build the production facilities. Even today, nuclear power plants take around five years to construct. Unless Groves’s team somehow magically erected their plants overnight, it’s just not possible for them to have designed, built, and operated all this within three years.

There’s where you’re wrong. You’re assuming they did everything in serial – research, then design, then testing, then construction, then operation.
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The Engineering Design Process

Well, how else would they have done it? The process exists for a reason.

Since serial wasn’t fast enough for them, they did things in parallel.

Do you mean they worked on both their reactors and their isotope separation facilities at the same time? Because I don’t see how they could have gone much more parallel than that.

No, I mean they did the actual steps of the design process in parallel:


We then had to design, build and operate an extremely large plant with equipment of incredible complexity, without the benefit of any pilot plant or intermediate development… Always we were driven by the need to make haste. Consequently, research, development, construction and operation all had to be started and carried on simultaneously and without appreciable prior knowledge.
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Groves’s Engineering Design Process

They literally started choosing sites, buying land and materials, and building the plants before the actual designs were even complete. Sometimes they started building even before doing the basic research to know if the process they were building was technologically possible, or even necessary.

Wait, are you implying they actually built entire unnecessary plants, just because they couldn’t afford to wait while they went through the prior steps of the design process?

I don’t think it was that many, though there was at least one. According to Groves, at one point they had a process that was going to be water cooled, but they weren’t sure just how pure the water would need to be. Rather than wait until they knew more, which would have been too late, they simply went ahead and built a whole de-ionization plant just to be on the safe side. It was only later they confirmed that they would not actually need water that pure.

Well, was it at least a small plant?

Only $6 million, so not so bad in the scheme of things…

Only $6 million! Far from the hyper-efficient, streamlined technology design operation the Manhattan Project is portrayed as by popular culture, it sounds to me as if the actual project was downright wasteful.

If their process seems wasteful to you, it’s only because you’re taking the wrong perspective. If the resource they were most concerned about had been money or materials, then sure, it would have been wasteful. But their scarcest resource was neither of those – it was time. If they had waited until they knew exactly what they needed to build and whether it could be proven to work or not, those delays would have held the whole project up months, or even years. In that case, they might not even have finished before the war in the Pacific was over, not to speak of the war in Europe.

Whatever perspective you take, I can’t believe they managed to keep their funding with this kind of thing going on.

Groves mentions the funding problem. Part of how they managed to proceed with so little oversight was that most of their funding was done secretly. Only a few people in the government knew the project existed at all. But also, anyone who understood the mission of the Manhattan Project surely realized that the fundamental risk involved in starting the project in the first place dwarfed the mere cost of a few useless deionization plants. It may have been a risk to build those plants without full knowledge about whether they would serve any useful purpose – however, the Manhattan Project itself was already a risk of this sort on a much greater scale. After all, they weren’t truly certain, right up to the first actual test explosion in the New Mexico desert, that some scientific technicality wouldn’t prove nuclear bombs to be an impossibility after all.

Wait, didn’t Einstein famously send a letter to President Roosevelt warning of the destructive potential of nuclear weapons, and the likelihood that the Germans would pursue their development? Why would that warning have been taken so seriously – even causing the US to start its own nuclear weapons development and eventually leading to the Manhattan Project – unless everyone was confident nuclear weapons were scientifically possible?

According to Groves, the top scientists strongly suspected nuclear weapons to be feasible. But until enough research and experimentation were done to confirm it, no one could know for sure.

But even if their funding was secret, they still must have had to tell someone how much money they needed, if only to make sure the right funds got diverted for them. If they didn’t even know basic things like “is the objective of our project scientifically possible,” how did they manage to make any kind of cost estimates?

I assume they just guessed? Their initial cost estimates sure don’t seem accurate enough to have been anything besides wild guesses; Somerville initially told Groves he expected the project would cost no more than $100 million total.

That seems rather low, if even a single useless deionization plant was already $6 million.

Yes, this was a massive underestimate. In the end, their total expenditures through the end of 1946 amounted to almost $2.2 billion…

That’s not actually as bad as I was expecting –

…in 1945 dollars.

Oh. How much is that in current dollars?

About $45 billion today.

That’s not small, but it’s still not as much as I would have predicted. Perhaps by optimizing for time, they inadvertently ended up optimizing for cost as well?

No, I already told you – while Groves certainly never wasted any money, he also spared no expense in order to complete the project as fast as possible.

That’s not quite what I mean. Consider – when people today try to optimize for “efficiency,” they generally mean both time and money, and their optimization is not solely based off of trading one for another. Sure, some tradeoffs are unavoidable, but many things that waste time also waste money and can be eliminated unrepentantly, or vice versa for things that save both. For example, since under Groves’s time constraints he couldn’t afford to rebuild things, he probably had to put some care into getting everything right the first time around – thus avoiding mistakes that would have cost both time and money.

“Getting everything right the first time and avoiding mistakes” hardly matches with Groves’s description of events. He discusses at length all kinds of problems they encountered, some of which necessitated considerable amounts of re-do. Just to take the electromagnetic separation plant, there was a huge issue with their sealed magnets not being clean enough internally, and they had to ship them all back to be redone. Then there was the issue with the magnetic fields causing the equipment to move and strain the piping, although this had the fairly simple fix of bolting everything to the floor. As they were building, equipment kept arriving in the wrong order for installation, so that they had to build additional buildings just to store it all while they waited for the right pieces to come in. At one point a mouse got into the works, resulting in a major shutdown, and the same happened with birds frying themselves on their power lines – and that’s only the problems Groves considered interesting enough to mention in the book!

Well, it sounds like just because they were fast didn’t mean they could dodge their fair share of the accidents and screw-ups that plague any project of sufficient complexity. But if the Manhattan Project didn’t succeed merely because the US threw massive amounts of money at the problem, or because they got lucky enough to avoid any serious mishaps – what was the cause of their success?

After reading his memoir, I feel that the best explanation as to why they succeeded is the fact that Groves himself was in charge. His goal-based mindset, his dedication to the project, his organizational skills, and his practical charisma all came together in the perfect manager to lead the project to its ultimate triumph.

You say that with a straight face – is Groves really that arrogant in his book?

Not at all – he’s quite humble, giving others a great deal of credit for their roles in the project’s success. But I know how to read between the lines to discern latent awesomeness.

If you insist on crediting one individual for the work of thousands, why not choose a scientist instead? I’d always heard that it was Oppenheimer, not Groves, who was the brains behind the Manhattan Project.

I guess you could argue Oppenheimer was important on the scientific side. But even then, by Groves’s account, Oppenheimer was less a cornerstone than a compromise:


Although Oppenheimer headed the study group at Berkeley, neither Bush, Conant nor I felt that we were in any way committed to his appointment as director of Project Y [the bomb design project]… Adding to my cause for doubt, no one with whom I talked showed any great enthusiasm about Oppenheimer as a possible director of the project.



Oppenheimer was never Groves’s ideal candidate. There was the problem of his reputation within the scientific community to consider, or rather the lack thereof:


Oppenheimer had two major disadvantages – he had had almost no administrative experience of any kind, and he was not a Nobel Prize winner. Because of the latter lack, he did not then have the prestige among his fellow scientists that I would have liked the project leader to possess. The heads of our three major laboratories – Lawrence at Berkeley, Urey at Columbia, and Compton at Chicago – were all Nobel Prize winners, and Compton had several Nobel Prize winners working under him. There was a strong feeling among most of the scientific people with whom I discussed this matter that the head of Project Y should also be one.



And on top of all that, there were Oppenheimer’s well-known communist connections that caused him so much trouble after the war. The military security organization wouldn’t even clear him until Groves personally wrote to the District Engineer and instructed him to do so.
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If Oppenheimer really had been both a Soviet agent and the true “father of the atomic bomb,” then it would have been called the Moscow Project, not the Manhattan Project.



Groves ultimately ended up appointing Oppenheimer as a fallback:


In a few weeks it became apparent that we were not going to find a better man; so Oppenheimer was asked to undertake the task.



Besides, Oppenheimer was only head of the Los Alamos lab, which was in charge of bomb design. While this was certainly important, the research and development of the uranium enrichment and plutonium production processes that were carried on by the other labs were just as vital.

I’ll admit maybe Oppenheimer wasn’t the linchpin in the Manhattan Project I thought he was. But still, what makes you think Groves was all that important either?

Well, don’t take my word for it, when you can take Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson’s:


Mr. Stimson told me that if I went [to London], I could not go by air, because of the hazards involved. When I said, “Well, I don’t see what difference that would make,” he replied, “You can’t be replaced.” I said, “You do it, and General Marshall does it; why shouldn’t I?” He repeated, “As I said before, you can’t be replaced, and we can.” Harvey Bundy, who was also present, said he had heard that I had previously urged flying when air safety dictated otherwise, and then asked, “Who would take your place if you were killed?” I replied, “That would be your problem, not mine, but I agree that you might have a problem.”



Okay, but if air travel was so dangerous, how did anyone get around? For that matter, how did Groves get around?

Plane.

But you just said Stimson told him not to go by air!

The solution to having parts break is not to make them indestructible, but to make them replaceable. Groves was only irreplaceable at the beginning of the Manhattan Project, and that was merely due to an oversight on his part. Military policy was to not let anyone be totally vital to a project, such that their work couldn’t be carried on if they were killed. Thus, Stimson immediately ordered Groves to get a “number two man” who could take over if anything happened to him.

Groves didn’t have someone like that already? Not even a vice-head, or something?

Well, Groves already had a sort-of number two, Lieutenant Colonel Nichols. However, he didn’t think Nichols could manage the whole project on his own if push came to shove, whereas Groves himself would still be capable of running the project without Nichols.

What was wrong with Nichols, that Groves didn’t trust him to manage the Manhattan Project?

It wasn’t anything personal. It was just that the project was so complex, it was almost impossible for any individual to run it alone.

But wasn’t that precisely what Groves trusted he could do himself?

With Groves, all things are possible.

Personally, if I were Nichols, I would have felt slighted.

Give Groves some credit – he went to some effort to make sure Nichols felt included in the selection process for the new position:


Having made up my list, I discussed the matter with Nichols. I asked him to look over the names and to strike from the list anyone whom he would prefer not to have in such a position. He struck several names. I always suspected he struck the first one just to see if I really meant what I had said, because it was the name of a man whom I had known for many years, and who was a very close friend. When he struck that name, I did not bat an eye, but merely said, “Well, he’s out.”



I think maybe Nichols was more offended than Groves realized. Striking Groves’s best friend from the list for no reason seems just a bit passive-aggressive.

No way! Everyone loved Groves!

I guess I’ll have to take your word for it. But why make the project so complicated in the first place, that it couldn’t be run by any single mere mortal? If they were aiming for speed, wouldn’t simpler have been better?

Like skinning a cat, bomb-building is a complicated process with more than one possible path to success – or failure. The most basic type of nuclear bomb design uses uranium-235 as the fissionable material. However, this presents complexities of its own, since uranium-235 has to be separated from the other main isotope of uranium found in nature, uranium-238. And this is pretty tricky, since the isotopes are of course chemically identical, and only 0.7% of natural uranium is isotope-235. While there are numerous theoretical methods to enrich uranium to a higher concentration of the bomb-preferred isotope, the Manhattan Project focused on two methods that their top researchers either thought looked easier, or that fell closest to their particular fields of expertise. These were electromagnetic separation and gaseous diffusion. So already, Groves’s process of bomb development had split into two paths. But there’s another basic type of bomb design, which instead of uranium-235 uses plutonium-239. However, as a radioactive, transuranic element, plutonium is not found in nature. In order to get it, one must first build a reactor, then operate that reactor and wait for the uranium to absorb neutrons and decay into plutonium. Thus, we must add a third distinct path of bomb development to Groves’s collection. Each of these different paths is complex enough on its own, so it only stands to reason that the Manhattan Project, which was working on all of them, would be yet more complex in its entirety.

Okay, I get that there’s a lot of possible methods by which one can build a nuclear bomb – but why didn’t Groves just choose the best method and run with it, so that he’d only need one lab and one plant and one team and so on?

And how, precisely, were they going to know which method was the “best” method, when, as I think I’ve mentioned before, the basic research wasn’t even done yet? They didn’t have time to build a bunch of prototypes to test out the processes before scaling up. Likewise, they couldn’t start with a single process, say the one they thought was the most promising, and then if it failed try something else, since if the first failed at that point it would already be too late. It’s the redux of the parallel-versus-series scenario – Groves’s solution, since he had no time for the study-and-then-implement strategy, or even for the guess-and-check strategy, was to just attempt every process all at once and hope that at least one of them ended up working.

Wait, so that’s why the bombs dropped on Japan were of two different types? Because multiple of these methods ended up succeeding?

Yes, both their uranium enrichment processes, as well as their uranium and plutonium bomb designs, ended up working. While the first bomb dropped on Japan used uranium, the second bomb dropped on Nagasaki as well as the bomb detonated in the first nuclear test in the New Mexico desert were plutonium types.

Did they build all these plants in the middle of the desert, then?

No. While their bomb design lab was in the desert to keep it secret, all the rest was spread out between various labs and production sites.

And who exactly did they get to do all the work running these plants? Enlisted soldiers? University students? Bound demons?

Don’t you know this is America, land of the defense contractors and home of the capitalists? They hired private-sector companies, of course. Although, the research was still done at the universities where the scientific teams were located. So all the plutonium production was done at Hanford, with du Pont running the operations. As for the uranium separation operations, known as the Y-12 project, the research on the electromagnetic process was led by Ernest O. Lawrence at University of California. Meanwhile, work on the electromagnetic plant at Oak Ridge was done by the companies Stone and Webster and Eastman Kodak, which were in charge of construction and operation, respectively. For the gaseous diffusion process, known as the K-25 project, the research was led by Harold C. Urey at Columbia. The gaseous diffusion plant was built at Oak Ridge as well, though seventeen miles from the electromagnetic plant, and run by Kellex, a subsidiary of the M. W. Kellogg Company. Later they also built a thermal diffusion plant at Oak Ridge, which they put next to the gaseous diffusion process to take advantage of its steam-generating plant.

But why have two separate sites, Hanford and Oak Ridge? Could they not get enough continuous land to build on?

This is Groves we’re talking about – he could have appropriated an entire state if he had thought he needed it. No, they used multiple sites because this technology was dangerous and untested. The point of the diversification in methods was so that if one failed, the others would still have a chance of working. So if one of the plants blew up, they definitely didn’t want it anywhere near the others where it might take them out too.

You said that they hired companies to operate the plants, but what about the laborers themselves? They must have had to hire thousands of workers to build and run these facilities.

Tens of thousands of workers, but yes.

Good to see exploitation of labor at its finest.

It’s not exploitation if the laborers are working hard out of a desire to help their country win a war against Nazis! Besides, do you really believe any of them were working harder than Groves himself?

Just because you’re opposing evil doesn’t automatically make you virtuous.

And just because you’re employing people doesn’t mean you’re exploiting them. Groves wasn’t just ordering workers around at his whims – in fact, it took a number of careful negotiations with organized labor to get all the workers he needed.

And all these American labor unions just rolled over and let their constituents be used as pawns by the US military-industrial complex? For shame!

But is it really a shame, if the capitalists they were cooperating with were making nuclear weapons?

Especially if the cooperation was with the nuclear kind of capitalists! Labor cannot let itself be intimidated by the force of the nuclear state.

Well, the laborers couldn’t have been persuaded one way or the other by the nuclear weapons anyways, since Groves didn’t tell anyone what they were actually working on. Still, most of them cooperated with Groves readily and willingly:


There was an almost complete absence of labor trouble, despite the fact that as many as four crafts were often involved in setting up a single piece of apparatus. The total time lost on the job from work stoppages, including jurisdictional disputes, was less than eight thousand man-hours as compared with the almost 67 million man-hours worked on the electromagnetic plant.



Groves mentions in particular one young prospective union leader, Fred Behler, who he was “particularly impressed” by. Behler wanted to organize a powerhouse workers union, telling Groves:


“If we don’t organize now, we’ll never be able to, because there will certainly be a plantwide election after the war, and as a craft union we’ll be snowed under.”



Despite that, after Groves’s explanation of the overwhelming need for secrecy across the plant, which precluded the kind of large-scale worker meetings necessary for union organization, Behler put his country first in an inspiring display of patriotism, telling Groves:


“General, in view of what you have told me about the importance of this work and your feelings that any attempt to unionize would be injurious to the country’s welfare, I want to assure you that we’ll make no effort to organize these men; we’ll discourage any effort that is made, and we will do this with the full realization that this means that ultimately these men will not belong to our union.”



You don’t seriously expect me to believe it went that smoothly with every single union he dealt with?

Well, Groves does make note of one exception:


Our one case of persistent labor trouble occurred at Hanford. There we were unable to get what we considered to be a proper output from our pipe fitters. Efforts to correct the situation through appeals to the local union officials were ineffective…



Though he quickly – always quickly! – found a solution to the situation:


Later, when our needs grew even more pressing, we were unable to find enough pipe fitters to maintain our schedule. Investigation showed that there simply were not enough in the United States to fill the demands. The solution we adopted was to locate a considerable number of pipe fitters, all union members, who had been inducted into the Army. These men were given the opportunity to be furloughed to the inactive reserve on condition that they would accept employment at Hanford as civilians at the going rates of pay.

When they arrived they were kept together as a group so that their output would not be held down by the pressure of any union officials or of the men already working there. In a direct comparison on identical work, they produced about 20 per cent more than the other men. Pressure was brought on them to slow down, but they refused. A typical comment was: “I’m not working as hard as I did in the Army, nobody’s shooting at me, I’m being paid a lot more and, what’s more important, I’ve a lot of friends in my old outfit that I hope to see come back alive.” As time went on, the other men were apparently shamed into greater effort, with the result that their output went up about 10 per cent.



Just as I would expect of capitalists – the laborers are asked to work themselves to the bone, while the companies profit from their sweat and blood.

That’s not true! The companies that did work for the Manhattan Project made some of the largest sacrifices and took on some of the greatest risks of any group involved, proving that in a true democracy, even the heads of industry value liberty and democratic principle over any amount of monetary gain.

What exactly, then, were these oh-so-terrible downsides for companies working on the Manhattan Project?

You can get an idea from Groves’s description of his meeting with the president of du Pont, Walter S. Carpenter, Jr. In this meeting, Groves’s aim was to convince Carpenter that his company should take on the operations involved in the Manhattan Project’s plutonium production. But despite his critical need for du Pont’s help, Groves was entirely honest about the disadvantages. Carpenter was fully aware of the difficulties his company would face in attempting the work: the project was a “hazardous, difficult and perhaps impossible undertaking” – du Pont had no experience in the nuclear field – no technical design data was available – and on top of all that, the company was already laden with heavy amounts of war-related work. Besides which, du Pont had to consider their responsibility to their workers in light of the dangers of plutonium production, including the possibility that toxic or radioactive fumes might get released accidentally.

I’m starting to see a pattern here, and I think I know what you’re going to say: “Despite all that, in a true display of patriotism, they agreed to take on the work anyways, etc., etc.”

Stop preempting my punchlines!

What I want to know is, how on earth did Groves convince all these people that his project was so outrageously important that they needed to set aside their own primary interests for the sake of its completion? He must have had some kind of inverse-flame argument. But you already said the Manhattan Project was too secret for him to actually tell any but a few what its true purpose was, so what was he telling everyone instead?

For the most part Groves doesn’t go into explicit detail in that regard. However, his general argument was probably substantially similar to what he told a group of construction supervisors and foremen at Oak Ridge, in a speech he made at the request of the plant manager in order to improve productivity:


As simply as possible, I told the group that, as the officer in charge, I could state positively, both officially and personally, that their work was of extreme importance to the war effort, and that my views were a true reflection of those of the Chief of Staff, General Marshall, of Secretary of War Stimson and of President Roosevelt. I added that they could see for themselves how important it was from the terrific effort we were making, our obviously enormous expenditures in money and labor, and our evident ability to obtain materials that were in critically short supply. I said nothing about what we were working on or our hope that its success would quite possibly end the war. There was no flowery oratory; I would have been incapable of it, and it certainly would not have appealed to the audience.



And just as the plant manager, Creedon, had predicted, Groves’s words worked wonders for workforce motivation:


Creedon estimated that after this meeting the efficiency of his construction operations improved by as much as 15 to 20 per cent. I never quite believed this, but the progress reports did indicate an increase of well over 10 per cent. This was far beyond anything I had anticipated; indeed, I would have been pleased with any improvement at all. In my opinion, whatever success the talk had was a result of Creedon’s understanding, as an experienced construction leader, of the mood of his men and how to improve it.



What Groves told to the du Pont executives probably hit these same points, pointing out the importance and urgency of the project’s goal – though likely with more details for the du Pont people, since they were to be more deeply involved in the project.

And that was all it took to convince du Pont to join?

Alongside the usual appeal to patriotism, apparently it was enough. Since, after Groves convinced Carpenter, who conferred with a few other top du Pont people and agreed to recommend the project to the rest of the Board, this happened:


As the directors entered the room at their next Board meeting, they were asked not to look at the faced-down papers on the table in front of them. Carpenter explained that the Executive Committee was recommending that du Pont accept a contract from the government for a project in a previously unexplored field so large and so difficult that it would strain the capacity of the company to the utmost. He added that there were elements of hazard in it that under certain conditions could very well seriously damage if not well-nigh destroy du Pont. He said that the highest officials in the government, as well as those who knew the most about it, considered it to be of the highest military importance. Even its purpose was held in extreme secrecy, although if any Board member wished to he was free to read the faced-down papers before voting. Not a single man, and they were all heavy stockholders, turned them over before voting approval – or afterwards – a true display of patriotism.



Well, if Groves was able to convince both labor and capital to work with him so easily, I suppose recruiting the scientists must have been a piece of yellow-cake for him?

Actually, working with all the scientists proved to be its own can of radioactive byproduct. Recall, the labs he was employing, or occasionally creating, were conducting their research under strict secrecy – a policy diametrically opposed to the natural inclinations of academics.

Hey, academics can keep secrets!

The only way an academic can keep a secret is if it’s so complex, technical, and boring to those outside their specialty that no one will listen to them long enough to understand it. Academics have collaboration in their blood. Just think for a moment about the fact that they hold conferences where they display their work on big open posters, where the goal is to get as many people as possible from semi-related or unrelated fields to look at it. Or that the primary goal of most research is to publish.

Well, how else are scientists supposed to increase their status if no one knows about their research?

That was precisely the crux of Groves’s main problem with recruiting academics to a secret project – although it wasn’t his only problem. Besides needing to keep the research they were doing in the labs secret, they also needed to keep the very existence of some of these facilities secret. Los Alamos, for example, was located out in the middle of nowhere, and everyone working there had heavy restrictions on traveling in and out. Surprisingly enough, it turns out most scientists do not want to live out in the middle of nowhere with little contact outside their immediate community for years on end. The fact Groves convinced so many to do so is another testament to his persuasiveness.

Okay, cough it up – what was Groves really doing to persuade all these people? And don’t say it was due to patriotism, anyone can make an appeal to patriotism. There must have been some other factor at play.

I don’t know for sure, since Groves never really analyzes it in those terms. But personally, I think his recruitment-charisma came at least in part from the fact that his project clearly had a definite goal which he whole-heartedly believed in, even if he couldn’t tell most people what that goal was. Just knowing there was a goal was enough to inspire on its own. After all, it’s human nature to work harder when you feel your work is having an impact, and contributing to some important purpose. Sometimes I think part of modern cost disease is just inefficiency due to people losing the motivation to even try, as they don’t feel their job makes any real difference in the world.

I guess I understand why Groves would want to talk to these groups he was recruiting to motivate them, but why did he go to so much trouble to negotiate with them as well? Couldn’t he just order everyone to do as he said?

Of course not! We’re talking about the US here, which is a democracy, not Nazi Germany!

Does that rule even apply during wartime? And I thought the Nazis were elected?

It applies in any real democracy.

No true Scotsman…but now I’m curious about something you said earlier. You claimed Groves got efficiency improvements from having a single goal to his project, but this was just an accidental side effect, since he didn’t choose the project’s goal to gain efficiency – rather, it was given to him by his superiors based on their strategic needs. But are there other factors Groves finds himself forced to accommodate out of necessity, that nevertheless wind up “accidentally” resulting in increased efficiency?

Actually, yes. Something else that stood out to me was the sheer informality of a lot of Groves’s agreements with companies or other organizations. In Groves’s account, it was a common occurrence for people to make and accept binding agreements based on an hour-long discussion and a handshake. In a typical meeting, Groves told people what he needed them to do and how important it was, promised them that either the government or he personally would take responsibility for the risks if things went wrong – and then they shook hands on it and agreed to settle all the details after the war was over, while work proceeded immediately. And these weren’t small agreements either, but the sorts of agreements over which companies nowadays spend months or years drafting up detailed contracts with armies of lawyers.

How did they keep track of anything if it was being done so informally?

I assume Groves just knew everything that was going on? If you think about it, he was overseeing basically all the groups involved in the project, in all its phases. That is, everything from the research, design, and construction, even up through selecting the targets and training the bombing team.

Wait, doesn’t the military have a whole department that does that last? How did Groves end up in charge of that?

Just as informally as everything else:


At about this time, the spring of 1945, another job was dropped into our laps at the MED. The first inkling I had of this added responsibility came in the course of a conversation with General Marshall. We had been discussing the progress of the work and, having mentioned our anticipated readiness date, I suggested that the time was fast approaching when we should begin to make plans for the bombing operation itself, even though we still had no assurance that the bomb would be effective. I asked him to designate some officer in the Operations Planning Division (OPD) of the General Staff with whom I could get in touch so that planning could be started. After a moment’s hesitation, General Marshall replied: “I don’t like to bring too many people into this matter. Is there any reason why you can’t take this over and do it yourself?” My “No, sir, I will” concluded the conversation, which constituted the only directive that I ever received or needed.



I admit my knowledge of US military organization is limited, but isn’t that rather out of Groves’s lane?

Yes – Groves appears to have been just as taken aback as you by the decision:


General Marshall’s position on this matter came as a complete surprise to me. I could easily understand, in fact I favored, restricting the knowledge of our work to the smallest possible number of people. I realized too that he might be questioning whether it was wise to bring into the operational planning officers who might not be able to understand the technical problems involved. But I had never imagined that he would want to keep the execution phases of our project entirely apart from the OPD.



So why did Marshall want to cut the OPD out of the loop? Was it really just because of security concerns?

My own guess is that General Marshall had a level of faith in Groves personally that he wouldn’t have dared place in a more distributed organization or department, where responsibility could be shifted or other parts of the bureaucracy blamed for potential failures. Or maybe, Marshal realized the extent to which Groves seemed to lend the magic touch of success to everything he worked on?

You need to take your head out of Groves’s backside. General Marshall probably just couldn’t be bothered with settling the inevitable conflicts that would have arisen between the OPD and the Manhattan Project.

Groves handled his own conflicts perfectly well without needing to get superiors needlessly involved, thank you very much! And he had no shortage of conflicts either, between reluctant companies, intractable labor unions, overly-collaborative scientists, uncooperative military intelligence groups, stubborn Governors hanging onto land he needed to appropriate, meddling Congressmen objecting to his budget –

Wait, I thought you said the Manhattan Project was top secret? How did Congress know about it?

For the most part, Congress didn’t know. But periodically, some Congressional committee noticed the hundreds of millions of dollars being subtly funneled to his project and demanded to know what was being done with it all. Groves mostly managed to deflect the inquiries though on the grounds of secrecy, and by promising that his project would be investigated after the war and he would answer for everything then.

That sounds ominous.

It certainly would have been if they had failed. But going back to Groves’s problems, besides Congress, he had the Secretary of War looking over his shoulder, not to mention the project’s relations with the Treasury Department –

Wait a minute, what did they need the Treasury Department for?

As the war continued and resources became ever scarcer, while the project ramped up and their need for resources only grew, even a triple-A rating from the War Production Board was no longer enough to get them all the materials they needed.

What materials couldn’t they get?

For one thing, they needed a lot of conductive material for the magnetic coils used in the electromagnetic separation process.

Conductive material – so copper, right?

Yes, and during wartime, copper was under high demand and extremely scarce. They needed to find a substitute.

Frankly, if they needed a conductive material in 1945, I don’t see what else besides copper they could have used. It’s not like they had a bunch of superconductors lying around –superconductors had only been discovered in 1911!

That shows how much you know, because they did manage to find an even better conductor than copper. Recall, the elements in the periodic table share common properties according to column:
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Okay, but that’s hardly helpful – anything beneath copper is just going to be even harder to get! Silver? Gold? Really?

That’s where the Treasury comes in.

Wait, you can’t be serious…

Completely serious.

They used silver?

Fourteen thousand tons of it, worth more than $300 million – and that’s in 1945 dollars:


The value of one of the materials we used in quantity necessitated what was virtually a separate operation in itself. Preliminary design calculations on the Y-12 electromagnetic plant in the summer of 1942 had indicated that enormous quantities of conductor material would be required. Because the demands for copper to be used in defense projects far exceeded the national supply, the Administration had decided that the need for copper should be reduced by substituting for it silver borrowed from the Treasury Department.

Colonel Marshall thereupon called on the Under Secretary of the Treasury, Daniel Bell. Mr. Bell said that he might be able to make available some 47,000 tons of free silver, together with 39,000 tons more which could be released from the backup of silver certificates, if Congress authorized its use through appropriate legislation. At one point early in the negotiations, Nichols, acting for Marshall, said that they would need between five and ten thousand tons of silver. This led to the icy reply: “Colonel, in the Treasury we do not speak of tons of silver; our unit is the Troy ounce.”
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Fort Knox: Supplier of fine wire since 1942



Don’t tell me Oak Ridge still has a whole bunch of silver magnetic coils lying around?

No, they had to keep careful track of all the silver and return it after the war. Groves was quite proud of the fact that they ended up using around fourteen thousand tons of it, but lost less than 0.035 percent.

I guess that’s impressive? I’m unfamiliar with the details of reducing material loss while building industrial equipment out of coinage metals.

As am I. Not that I would mind gaining the experience – I wish the Treasury would issue me some silver.

What for? If you’re trying to build a cyclotron in your basement, the war is long over and you can just use copper again.

Actually, I wish they would issue me some gold. Don’t tell anyone, but it’s my secret fantasy to make myself a gold-plated nuclear submarine, and sail the underground ocean beneath Europe.

There’s a flaw in your plan – the Treasury would never issue you the gold unless it would somehow contribute to the war effort. What would you do, ship war materials to the Pacific?

Well, it wasn’t like they couldn’t have used the help! Just look at the shipping difficulties Groves had getting materials for his bomb deployment group, which was training on the island of Tinian:


Because of the shipping jam, each vessel was required to wait its turn for unloading. This could mean a delay of as much as three months in the unloading of some of our vital equipment.



What did Groves do about it?

The same thing he always did, of course. He wielded his priority due to his project’s status as a super-secret, war-endingly-important black project that held precedence over all other work, name-dropping Admirals all the way:


It was a simple matter, through Purnell, to have Admiral King cable [Admiral] Nimitz that all of our material must be unloaded immediately upon its arrival at Tinian. This was quite upsetting to the normal operations on the island, but it was typical of the support that we unfailingly received from Admiral King, Admiral Purnell and the entire Navy at all times.



You sound like you admire him for this?

Of course.

But he’s wielding his authority like a baseball bat, practically bullying the poor Tinian-based officers who have to accede to his every demand!

Well, he made the ships run on time, didn’t he?

Again, it’s starting to sound to me like the only reason the Manhattan Project managed to succeed is that they could inveigle or coerce everyone they worked with into giving them every person, resource, or piece information they asked for. And “unlimited resources equals unlimited results” is hardly an impressive equation.

There’s no such thing as unlimited resources. And even recognizing the advantages of their priority, you still have to consider how exceptional it was that they managed to obtain so much authority in the first place. If it was that easy, why didn’t the Germans or Russians just give a bunch of funding and blank-checks signed by the Führer or General Secretary to their own nuclear programs, and succeed in building their own bombs?

Actually, while my knowledge of the Manhattan Project may be limited, I have some more insight into that. As for why the Russians never bothered to develop their own nukes from scratch, they clearly intended from the start to just steal the US’s nuclear plans once they were finished. Spies, after all, are the poor country’s budget version of technology researchers.

But how is that possible, when Groves put so much effort into security?

I don’t know what Groves was doing, but the Manhattan Project was as infiltrated by Soviet agents as their gaseous diffusion barriers were by uranium hexafluoride.

Hey, don’t insult Groves’s security procedures!

Chill out – this isn’t any kind of attack against Groves personally. But the Soviet spy network in the 30’s and 40’s was really nothing to scoff at. The NKVD – precursor to the KGB – was recruiting agents all over the US, from the State Department to within Los Alamos itself. And it wasn’t just the US, either – Soviet penetration of the UK was even more extensive. The infiltration was to the extent Stalin was seeing top diplomatic communications sent between western nations before even the intended recipients.

Fine, we can ignore why the Soviets never started their own Manhattan Project, if they were really so confident that their spy network could steal any bomb designs the US managed to develop. But what about the Germans? Don’t try to tell me there was a whole German spy network Groves utterly failed to detect operating in Los Alamos as well?

No, as far as I know, the Germans never had any appreciable spy network on the US mainland.

Then why didn’t they put more effort into building their own nuclear bombs?

The reasons the Germans failed to create any sizable nuclear weapons development program are more complicated, but one possibility is that while the Allies considered nuclear weapons development to be a race, the Germans never really felt the same.

Whyever not?

Partly arrogance – Germany had been top tier in science for so long, they assumed that any problem that looked prohibitively difficult to them would appear impossible to anyone else.

I see, so it was about the psychology. And since the Americans started off behind in the scientific race, when they looked at the difficulties they thought in contrast: “If it can be done, then surely the Germans will do it. So if it even looks remotely feasible to us, we better get to work if we want to have a chance of catching up!”

Yes, and then the Germans never managed to gather enough intelligence on the Americans and British to realize they were putting serious effort into nuclear development. Whereas the Allies noticed the German efforts immediately, which can only have increased their sense of urgency and paranoia.

I thought you said you didn’t know about what the Allies were doing in terms of nuclear research during the war?

No, but I know of the Allied operations to blow up heavy water production facilities in German-occupied territory, and from there the rest is easily enough inferred. After all, there’s no reason for the Allies to have targeted those facilities, unless they knew the Germans were using the heavy water for nuclear research. It’s only lucky for the Allies that the Germans never took them seriously enough to attempt their own intelligence and sabotage operations.

But wasn’t the disparity in their intelligence operations more likely due simply to the fact that the US had all kinds of troops on the continent of Europe, right next to where Germany was doing all their research and operations, available to spy on them? Whereas, all the Allied research was happening a whole ocean away from any German forces? Tell me – how, precisely, were the Germans going to get their spy planes across the Atlantic to get a look at what the Americans were doing?

Who needs spy planes, when you have submarines?

To spy on Los Alamos? In Arizona?

Okay, maybe I didn’t think that one all the way through…

But still, you’re right that Groves seemed very paranoid about the Germans getting nuclear weapons, right up to the end of the war. Even once his nuclear intelligence unit, Alsos, penetrated deep enough into Germany to know that they couldn’t have possibly developed a nuclear bomb, Groves was still concerned that they could have some other type of nuclear-related weapon.

Some other type of weapon? Oh, you mean like a dirty bomb?

Precisely. In fact, the possibility of the Germans deploying this type of weapon was a major concern going into D-Day.

Really? That wasn’t in Band of Brothers. Why have I never heard of this before?

Because it was kept incredibly secret. But Groves was very worried about this possibility, and informed both General Marshal and General Eisenhower about his concerns. Ultimately, Groves recommended they go forward with the operation despite the risks. As a precaution, though, they put out several memos warning about fictional issues that were really signs of radiation exposure in disguise, in order to unobtrusively gather information in case the Germans were more ruthless or creative than they were hoping.

What do you mean, memos about fictional issues?

For example, they released a memo requesting medical personnel to report instances of a supposed problem of “fogging or blackening of photographs or x-ray film,” the implication being the issue was a manufacturing defect. Of course, the effect can also be caused by radiation exposure. And they sent out another memo requesting reports of cases of a “mild disease of unknown etiology,” that just happened to have all the symptoms of radiation poisoning.

Clever! Though unnecessary – the Germans never even considered making a dirty bomb.

Really? How can you be sure?

Well, nothing is a hundred percent certain when so many records were burned or lost at the end of the war, but at least there’s no discussion of any such plans in the Farm Hall transcripts.

Oh, Groves mentions those. After the war, Alsos interned ten German scientists they had identified as being involved in German nuclear weapons development at Farm Hall in England, right? But they bugged all the rooms to eavesdrop on what they were saying. Groves quotes from the reports a few times.

Indeed – as far as I know no full original transcripts exist, but the translated selections reported to Groves by Major Rittner are available and published.

Wouldn’t the Germans have expected the Americans to be spying on them and avoided saying anything compromising, though?

While the scientists would surely have been fools to think their words were private today, recall this was only 1945. It may have been already too late for the Spanish Inquisition to take anyone by surprise, but surveillance technology was still new and unexpected. And from the transcripts, the German scientists sure don’t seem to be hedging what they say. Rittner even includes an excerpt where they discuss whether or not they’re being bugged, and they just laugh the possibility off.

Well, while the Russians were apparently beating us hands-down at intelligence and counterintelligence, it’s satisfying to know that there was still someone less adept than us. Though it does make me wonder – if the government was already bugging people even back in 1945, how much more should we be concerned about being spied on today, now they’ve had three-quarters of a century to perfect their technique?

If I were you, I wouldn’t be too concerned. The US may have managed to build nukes in three years back then, but now they’re lucky if they can finish upgrading a stealth plane within two decades. I used to wonder why the KGB’s operations tended towards information gathering rather than more direct subversion – but with that kind of improvement, who needs sabotage?

You mock us Americans, but at least we can look back on our good old days! If their nuclear project is anything to judge by, modern airport-building skills aside, the Germans couldn’t even run a halfway-decent tech-development project back in the mid-twentieth century.

Then how do you explain their development of the V1 and V2 rockets during World War Two? Ballistic missiles aren’t the kind of thing you stumble onto the designs for by accident.

Okay, that’s a fair point. But if they succeeded at building rockets, then why did their nuclear project fail so badly?

Actually, this is a topic I think the Farm Hall transcripts shed some light on. I’ve never bought the idea, which the German scientists discussed at length later in the transcripts, that that they never worked seriously on building a bomb for moral reasons. But their earlier, initial reactions to hearing the reports of the American bombs dropped on Japan told a different story. As they speculated about how the Americans managed to succeed where they had failed, their estimates for the amount of enriched uranium the Allies must have needed ranged from tens to thousands of kilograms. If many of the leading German nuclear scientists had seriously believed a bomb would need upwards of a thousand kilograms of enriched uranium, then it’s no surprise they considered making a bomb wholly unfeasible – after all, even the Allies didn’t have that much uranium at bomb-levels of enrichment by the end of World War Two.

But if the Germans were coming up with such high estimates for the amount of fissile material needed, why wouldn’t the Americans have started off with the same estimates as well, and likewise given up on building nuclear bombs?

You have to remember, that back in the late 30’s and at the start of the 40’s, no one had any enriched uranium to make measurements on. All anyone had was back-of-the-envelope style calculations. To say the variance in these was immense would be an understatement – they ranged from the less-than-a-kilogram guessed by Frisch and Peierls in England, to tens, hundreds, or even thousands of kilograms, depending on the estimation methods and particular experimental results being used.

But the feasibility of enriching uranium for a bomb has little to do with the feasibility of constructing a working reactor, right? And did the Germans ever manage that, at least?

Well, no.

Ha! I knew it. Their failure was probably less because of what they thought about the details of nuclear physics, and more because of who was doing the thinking:
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Mein Führer, I do Nazi the reason our nuclear research is failing.



First of all, while some of the German nuclear scientists were members of the Nazi Party, most were not. But that aside, I would suggest that a look at the details of why the German project failed might be more enlightening than simply assuming American superiority out of some sense of historical patriotism. After all, how many Manhattan Projects has the US managed since back then?

Well then, what other theory have you got to explain why the Germans never built a reactor?

We again come back to the fact that the entire nuclear field was still only just developing, so there were not well-established experimental results that were universally known and accepted. On top of this, when the war started, the exchange of scientific knowledge between Germany and the Allied nations was cut off. This meant that the experimental results everyone was taking for granted in Germany could be very different from those in the Allied nations, due to small mistakes made by individual researchers. For example, Bothe in Germany experimentally found graphite unsuitable to use as a moderator in a reactor – however, the graphite he was using contained significant boron impurities, which were absorbing the neutrons needed for the reaction. Meanwhile, Fermi at Columbia, doing similar experiments, used much higher-purity graphite and found graphite very suitable for use as a moderator. As a result of this fluke, the Germans had to rely on heavy water, or possibly dry ice, for their moderator material, and these were in low supply. Meanwhile the allies could do the sensible thing and use graphite.

Excuses, excuses. It sounds to me like the German nuclear scientists failed because they were all second-tier. It seems almost unfair to the poor Germans, when I consider that the labs working on the Manhattan Project had multiple Nobel Prize-winners apiece.

You forget, the German nuclear scientists had Nobel Prize winners among them as well – Werner Heisenberg and Otto Hahn, to name just two. More likely than all of the German nuclear scientists being second-tier, the problem was rather that they had too many first-tier scientists but no clear overall leader to unite them all to work together. Thus, instead of collaborating, everyone took their research in their own direction in their own lab. Without someone to coordinate their efforts and disseminate the results to the right people, they ended up duplicating each other’s research and stealing each other’s materials.

Wait, were they actually sneaking into each other’s labs and making off with their supplies?

Not quite that bad, but conflicting requests from all the different groups trying to build their own separate reactors still lead to no one group ever gathering together enough resources to succeed. For example, Abraham Esau with the Reich Research Council wanted to test a cube design for a reactor, while at the same time Heisenberg at Leipzig wanted to test a layer design. But there was only enough heavy water in Germany to build one or the other, and neither scientist would back down until it was too late and the war was already ending.

But why didn’t the German military just appoint someone above them to force them all to collaborate, like Groves with the Manhattan Project? Or did they, and it still failed?

While there were certainly military officers involved with the German nuclear research, none had the power or skill at social diplomacy to get the top scientists to stop fighting. As for why not, perhaps it was because the military never took the idea of nuclear weapons seriously enough to care. Or perhaps structural factors prevented them from creating such a clear chain of authority – after all, Hitler was famous for his two-in-a-box management strategy.

But wouldn’t all these factors have also affected the German research into V1 and V2 rockets? How did they manage that, when they couldn’t even build a single reactor?

Unity is the key. Whereas there were several distinct teams in Germany working on nuclear research, in rockets there was only the one team and one effort, led by Wernher von Braun. You see the same thing with the later Soviet space program, where more or less the entire thing was being run by Sergei Korolev.

Well, maybe that sort of one-lab, one-team strategy worked for rockets or satellites, but it would never have worked for nuclear weapons. Groves described the enormous number of technical difficulties they encountered, and it’s clear there’s no way a single team could have ever succeeded alone, much less within three years. Even if one of the German nuclear teams had managed to take full command of the research, I can’t imagine it would have helped them much. Maybe they could have built a reactor, but never a bomb.

Then what are you claiming made the difference that let the Manhattan Project succeed in 1942-US, but not 1942-Germany, or 1950-USSR? Or 2022-US, for that matter? Was it that 1942-US was just willing to throw more people and resources at the problem, like I’ve been arguing all along?

Hardly. Just having more people and resources wouldn’t have worked – it had to be the right people. After all, if rockets and satellites were each developed mainly through the efforts of a single individual – doesn’t it only stand to reason that having multiple such individuals working together would make possible superhuman achievements of technological development? Like, for example, developing nuclear bombs within three years?

But what makes you so certain the Manhattan Project was really recruiting such superior personnel?

Apart from the number of Nobel Prize-winning scientists working in Manhattan Project labs, just look at the reaction to Groves’s recruitment process on the military side:


My request for highly qualified officers was not greeted with too much enthusiasm by the General Staff, whose position was very well put by General Handy, when he said there was no reason why I should have a solid group of the best officers in the Army; that there were other important things besides the Manhattan Project. Many officers I wanted were in rather important spots overseas. All of them were officers that no commander wanted to lose … Handy then told me that he could not go along with my request, that I was asking for too many good men, and that by my system of hand-picking I was getting more than my share. I replied that there was no place for anyone in the atomic field who was not a super-superior officer, that we simply could not use anyone else …



Why else would they have been complaining so bitterly, if Groves hadn’t actually been taking all their best people?

So Groves just got lucky to be part of a military that rolled over and let him recruit all their top officers?

On the contrary, the military got lucky recruiting Groves! Really, without his skill at management, his organizational ability, his capability at convincing people to join him and inspiring them to work towards a common goal, his talent at balancing the political, scientific, military, and civilian sides of the project all at once, and his unwavering determination even when the task seemed impossible – without all that in one man, how could the Manhattan Project ever have succeeded?

While I’m sure his memoir makes it appear as if Groves had all sorts of superhuman management skills and personally directed the solution to every problem, just recognize that you’re getting this account from the man himself. It stands to reason his perspective might be a bit biased.

Groves would never lie! Every word is gospel! You’re the liar!

Chill out, I’m not saying he’s lying. But it’s obvious that Groves’s own contributions and decisions are going to appear more important from his own perspective. After all, from dancing to bring rain to playing slot machines, it’s human nature to believe your own actions are causing whatever happens in the world around you. Groves would have been an extraordinary person indeed not to find the cause of his success in the parts he had the most control over. So for example, if he spent a lot of time and had a lot of say in personnel recruitment, then it’s hardly a surprise if his account attributed greater importance to the quality of the people who were selected.

Possibly. I still maintain that whatever Groves’s biases were, my explanation makes intuitive sense. After all, don’t top technology companies succeed the same way, by hiring the “best” people – not necessarily at a specific task, but in a general “smart, and gets things done” sense?

Sure, sure. But didn’t a bunch of finance companies try the same hiring strategy – and wind up filing for bankruptcy after causing a global recession?

Their problem was an incentive misalignment – they took no responsibility for the results of their decisions. Rather than borrowing silver from the treasury for their magnetic coils, they were stealing gold for their parachutes. Groves, on the other hand, explicitly took responsibility for the results of the Manhattan Project all the way through, to everyone from politicians to companies to laborers.

You seem to believe that by taking responsibility for everything about the project, Groves thereby gained an omnipotent power to control its success or failure. Please try to remember he was just a man, not a divinity.

Perhaps not – but his Buddha-like calm in the face of agitated scientists and politicians certainly didn’t do the project any harm.

I assume you have an example of this mystical calm?

Well, take the Alamogordo test – the very first test of a nuclear bomb on Earth. Everyone involved was extremely anxious to see whether the bomb would work as intended – or whether it would ignite the atmosphere and kill everyone, or just fail to work at all, making all their efforts through the past three years amount to nothing.

So everyone was a bit tense, then?

To put it lightly! Besides that, uncertainty about the weather was causing additional delays and stress, since they didn’t want the wind to carry any radioactive fallout over populated areas. As an example of how infectious the tension was, their Chief Medical Officer, Colonel Stafford Warren, who was in charge of safety, didn’t sleep for forty-eight hours. Groves had to get him a temporary replacement because, “his mind was not working so quickly as it normally did, by any means.” And coming from Groves, about his own people, that’s quite harsh. Groves even had to personally take Oppenheimer aside to “discuss matters quietly and calmly” before making the decision on whether or how much to postpone the test, because all the other scientists were so busy giving unsolicited opinions to the point that “no sound decision could ever be reached amidst such confusion.”

To be fair, the scientists clearly had a lot on the line.

Well, so did Groves! But even the political representatives at the test, Bush and Conant, felt that Groves was abnormally serene about it all:


Oppenheimer and I agreed to meet again at 1 A.M., and to review the situation then, with the understanding that we should be ready to set the bomb off on schedule if the weather had improved by that time. I urged Oppenheimer to go to bed and to get some sleep, or at least to take a rest, and I set the example by doing so myself. Oppenheimer did not accept my advice and remained awake, I imagine constantly worrying. Bush, Conant and I were quartered in a tent that had not been set up very well and the canvas slapped constantly in the high wind. Bush and Conant told me afterward that they could not sleep at all, and did not understand how I could under such conditions.



Couldn’t his calm-under-any-circumstances attitude just have been a military thing?

That assumption isn’t really fair to Fermi – the civilian scientist – who kept his composure as well. Though Groves was initially annoyed with Fermi for taking bets on the outcome of the test, and for saying that even if the bomb didn’t go off the test was worthwhile as a scientific experiment since it would prove such a bomb was impossible, later Groves reconsiders:


Afterward, I realized that this talk had served to smooth down the frayed nerves and ease the tension of the people at the base camp, and I have always thought that this was his [Fermi’s] conscious purpose. Certainly, he himself showed no signs of tension that I could see.



And what was Fermi’s job at the Alamogordo test?

Groves doesn’t say. He does, however, relate a clever estimation Fermi does:


Unknown to me and I think to everyone, Fermi was prepared to measure the blast by a very simple device. He had a handful of torn paper scraps and, as it came time for the shock wave to approach, I saw him dribbling them from his hand toward the ground. There was no ground wind, so that when the shock wave hit it knocked some of the scraps several feet away. Since he dropped them from a fixed elevation from near his body which he had previously measured, the only measurement he now needed was the horizontal distance that they had traveled. He had already calculated in advance the force of the blast for various distances. So, after measuring the distance on the ground, he promptly announced the strength of the explosion. He was remarkably close to the calculations that were made later from the data accumulated by our complicated instruments.



That doesn’t surprise me. That sort of numerical estimation was just the sort of thing Fermi was famous for, and what made him such an excellent experimental physicist. So, how big was the test explosion, then?

Groves doesn’t see fit to mention the numbers, but if you must know – a hundred terajoules, or twenty-five kilotons of TNT.

I assume Alamogordo is out in the middle of the desert somewhere, but did no one notice the equivalent of twenty-five kilotons of TNT going off on US soil?

Oh, people noticed all right. Of course, Groves’s people had a story prepared to cover it up. They claimed to the press that, “a remotely located ammunition magazine containing a considerable amount of high explosives and pyrotechnics exploded” in an accident.

And people bought that?

This was pre-Roswell; people still trusted the government. Still, you can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, but:


Our release did not fool everybody. Several days after I got back to Washington, Dr. R. M. Evans, of the du Pont Company, came to see me about some of the operating problems at Hanford. After we had finished and he was leaving, he turned, his hand on the doorknob, and said, “Oh, by the way, General, everybody in du Pont sends you their congratulations.” I quickly replied, “What are you talking about?” He answered, “It’s the first time we ever heard of the Army’s storing high explosives, pyrotechnics and chemicals in one magazine.” He went on to add that the radio announcement on the Pacific Coast had been teletyped in to Wilmington from Hanford. My only response was: “That was a strange thing for the Army to do, wasn’t it?”



Nuclear testing in the desert seems like the sort of thing that would start strange rumors. Wasn’t Groves concerned about people learning about the Manhattan Project’s existence?

Rumors didn’t bother him that much. There were already quite a few rumors about Los Alamos, actually. Some were about the base’s purpose, such as one saying that they were building submarines.

Now you’re the one suggesting submarines, hundreds of miles away from any water!
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The subs were transported to the Pacific via the underground ocean.



Hey, I didn’t say I believed the rumors. Other rumors were about the base’s security, such as those accidentally confided to a Los Alamos Colonel by an unsuspecting civilian he met on a train:


“You’d never believe the strange things that are happening on a certain mountain about fifty miles from Santa Fe. They’re doing some work that is very secret and the place is surrounded by belts of tall wire fencing. In order to keep intruders out, between these belts of fences they keep ferocious packs of wild African dogs. Besides, there are thousands of heavily armed soldier guards, and I can tell you that a number of people have been killed by the guards, or torn to pieces by the animals. It’s a frightful thing! However, I suppose that in wartime these things have to be.”



The accuracy of this account of Groves’s security is instantly suspect, since while Groves is clearly willing to make sacrifices during wartime, nowhere else in the book does he mention sacrificing civilians to packs of wild dogs.

The full extent of the rumors must have been wild indeed, if these are just the ones getting all the way back to Groves.

Well, it was part of his job to know what sorts of rumors were going around. He was quite concerned with maintaining information security, and keeping knowledge of the project from seeping out through the press or civilians into the hands of spies.

What, was everything Groves’s job? Hadn’t he ever heard of delegating?

Even if he delegated some things, he was still responsible for everything, from coordinating the labs and building the facilities all the way up through training the bombing team. He was even involved in choosing the targets.

By targets, you mean the actual cities that were bombed? He chose Hiroshima and Nagasaki?

Not on his own – although he had some input and helped compile a list of possible targets, he never had final say on the matter. It’s obvious he wasn’t making the final decisions actually, since as far as specific target choices went, he had his heart set on Kyoto.

Kyoto? Was he quite mad? Did he have no consideration for the sheer historical value that would have been destroyed? Or even if he cared nothing for Japanese culture and history, did he not take into account that such an act would have left the US’s international reputation in tatters? Not, of course, that the US hasn’t found other ways to tank its international reputation since then.

[image: ]


The perfect test-building to study nuclear detonation-induced structural damage.



Your response is more or less what Secretary Stimson said when Groves brought the suggestion to him.

At least someone had some sense, then.

Groves wasn’t particularly reconciled to Stimson’s refusal to consider Kyoto, either. He kept bringing it back up again and again, until at last Stimson brought the matter up with President Truman, who gave it the final veto.

What did Groves have against poor Kyoto?

Rather than having anything against it, the problem was more that Groves cared too little about the city, so that his opinion was formed solely on the basis of frigid practicality.

But how was nuking Kyoto practical in any way?

Well, Groves was quick to point out in his recommendation that Kyoto contained many legitimate military targets. However, foremost on his mind seemed to be the consideration that the amount of testing they had thus far had the opportunity to do with their brand new nuclear weapons was quite limited. As for Kyoto:


…it was large enough to ensure that the damage from the bomb would run out within the city, which would give us a firm understanding of its destructive power…



I’m not even sure what to say to that, besides to point out that there is a difference between doing testing on model cities in the middle of the desert and doing testing on real cities full of people. Anyways, I suppose Groves must have been disappointed when Hiroshima and Nagasaki were chosen instead?

He doesn’t go into detail. But considering how he concluded his discussion on the target selection, I assume that by the time he wrote the book, he had recognized that Kyoto might have been a bad choice:


Events have certainly borne out the wisdom of Mr. Stimson’s decision.



The real test though, is – did Groves ever consider that perhaps the US should never have used nuclear weapons at all?

By the fact you’re even asking that, I doubt you and he would have seen eye to eye. He was quite certain that they were in the right as far as dropping the bombs went:


In my opinion, [President Truman’s] resolve to continue with the original plan will always stand as an act of unsurpassed courage and wisdom – courage because, for the first time in the history of the United States, the President personally determined the course of a major military strategical and tactical operation for which he could be considered directly responsible; and wisdom because history, if any thought is given to the value of American lives, has conclusively proven that his decision was correct.



Well, considering his position, I guess I would have been more surprised if he had thought otherwise.

I don’t think the book mentions his political position, though?

No, I mean his military position as head of the project.

What does that have to do with it?

Consider – Groves had just spent three years of his life doing everything within his power to make those bombs work. That kind of effort and dedication had consequences to his thinking – namely, that he became invested in the outcome, actively desiring the bombs to be used successfully. That was the only way to justify the sacrifices he had made up to that point.

But how can you blame Groves for that, when his dedication was such an important piece in the project’s success? Are you suggesting he should have let the Manhattan Project fail on principle?

No, this isn’t a criticism of Groves – I think remaining unbiased in his role would have been impossible. Through the very process of developing a technology or creating an attack plan, those involved bias themselves towards the idea that the technology or the attack is not only possible but desirable. They get into the mindset of “how do we use these weapons” or “how do we attack this country,” rather than asking whether the weapons should be used or the country attacked at all. However, rational people and a rational state will not make their decisions based on this sort of sunk cost fallacy, but rather on what they expect to benefit them most in the future while still upholding their values. At least for Groves in the US, the conflict of interest inherent here wouldn’t have been that much of a problem, since the US has a civilian-controlled government separate from its military hierarchy. Thus, the civilian government can make and guide the state’s strategic decisions while leaving tactics and details to the military.

Don’t all countries do that?

On the contrary, this was the very mistake Japan, a very militarized state at that point, made in attacking Pearl Harbor – they asked how the US ought to be attacked, and not whether it was a good idea to open hostilities in the first place against an additional country when they were already fighting China. Japan and Germany both had very militarized governments at the time, and this is probably part of the reason these countries entered some conflicts they would almost certainly have been better off avoiding.

I’ll have to take your word for it when it comes to the mindsets that were prevalent in Germany and Japan, but I agree Groves appears to have had a very military type of perspective on a lot of things. While I think that mindset contributed to his success, it also set him apart from many of the others he worked with.

How do you mean?

For one thing, Groves was always focused first on security, whereas the politicians and scientists involved were instead primarily focused on collaboration. Where the State Department saw a treaty, Groves saw a security leak. Or where the scientists at Los Alamos saw an opportunity to hold a colloquium and share knowledge, Groves saw a distraction with the potential to reveal everything to any undetected spies and spell disaster for the project’s information security.

But you were just telling me how much of Groves’s success was due to working with all these different groups – companies, labor, scientists, politicians, the military – and now you’re trying to tell me he didn’t value collaboration?

Groves believed in collaboration for a goal, not collaboration for the sake of itself.

So you’re claiming treaties and colloquiums are useless?

Not at all – and I don’t think Groves believed that either. Basic science research probably benefits greatly from scientists gaining cross-disciplinary knowledge, and sharing their results openly through colloquiums and international collaboration. But for something like the Manhattan Project with a specific goal and a tight deadline, more focus and efficiency were necessary. If the scientists working on the project had gotten sidetracked researching every new discovery anyone else made, they would never have reached their original objective.

It sounds like you think the security-and-efficiency mindset is superior, but I have my doubts.

I’m not sure either way. There’s certainly a balance between these two mindsets in the long run. Without enough open collaboration, not enough new discoveries are made, and technological progress stagnates. Without enough efficient focus, no new developments are made to utilize already existing discoveries, and technological progress also stagnates. The Manhattan Project probably needed some of both mindsets – while it did produce a lot of research that advanced basic science, much of which was published after the war, it did so in service of a central goal, and it would never have achieved what it did so quickly and efficiently without that goal.

I guess I can understand the focus on efficiency, when they had a looming Nazis-with-nukes deadline hanging over their heads. But did security considerations really make that much of a difference in how the project was run?

Oh, definitely. Security considerations even helped dictate the name “Manhattan Project” itself.

Really? I always wondered where the name came from.

The full name was actually the Manhattan Engineering District. Originally, it was called “DSM” but Groves objected on the grounds that this “would arouse the curiosity of all who heard it.” He thought “Manhattan Engineering District” would sound very anodyne and boring, and unsuspicious considering their main offices were located in Manhattan.

How disappointingly mundane.

Your tears of disappointment are Groves’s measure of success. He valued the practical, even when everyone around him wanted to succumb to the temptation to add dramatic flair. Although, sometimes he didn’t quite manage to stop others from deviating from pure practicality in security considerations, such as when his people decided to name the nuclear intelligence operation in Italy, France and Germany, “Alsos.”

I don’t get it – Alsos sounds like a pretty inconspicuous name to me. Why did he object to it?

Because it came too close to the truth:


The Manhattan Project always carefully avoided drawing undue attention to its work and to its people. Code names for our projects were deliberately innocuous. Imagine my horror, then, when I learned that G-2 had given the scientific intelligence mission to Italy the name of “Alsos,” which one of my more scholarly colleagues promptly informed me was the Greek word for “groves.” My first inclination was to have the mission renamed, but I decided that to change it now would only draw attention to it.



Groves’s paranoia about this seems a bit silly.

Well, he had cause to be paranoid! For one thing, it was wartime. And for another, there really were spies trying to infiltrate the project, even if they were Russian and not German like Groves was expecting. Though I have to admit, sometimes his suspicions seem to have gone a little bit overboard even by my standards. For example, take Groves’s response to one of the accidents that occurred when he was trying to use security prohibitions, aka. wartime press censorship, to keep any details about the Manhattan Project out of the press:


There was one unfortunate happening not too long before the bombing, when a Congressman, in discussing an appropriations bill, commented on the importance of the Hanford Project. This item was picked out of the Congressional Record and was republished in a newspaper without any comment. I could never disabuse myself of the feeling that this newspaper did it with the deliberate intent of letting me know that our security prohibitions were not so effective as we thought.



Really – “deliberate intent”? Did he think the newspapers were out to get him or something? Though I suppose when you’re on the lookout for spies for so long, you start to imagine malicious intent even where there is none.

True! Just look at the Army sentries at Los Alamos, who spent so long watching for German spies but finding none, that they started to detect false positives:


[Commander Willian S.] Parsons was the first Navy officer to be assigned to the station [at Los Alamos], and appeared at the gate wearing a Navy summer uniform. His arrival was announced by a frantic guard, who telephoned his sergeant: “Sergeant, we’ve really caught a spy! A guy is down here trying to get in, and his uniform is as phony as a three dollar bill. He’s wearing the eagles of a colonel, and claims that he’s a captain.”
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All the effort they wasted keeping an eye out for non-existent German spies would have been better spent trying to track down some of the very-much-existent Soviet spies that were even then percolating into the heart of Groves’s supposedly extremely secret project. Why did no one notice Hall, or Cohen, or Fuchs –

Stop right there – Fuchs wasn’t Groves’s fault! That one was on the British.

So, Groves is all-responsible and all-powerful as long as the project is going well, but as soon as Soviet spies show up and start successfully stealing information, suddenly everything is the British’s fault?

But it’s true! Fuchs was sent over by the British as part of a cooperation agreement between the two countries, the Quebec Agreement, that Groves and his political allies were barely consulted about. This was a pattern throughout the war – the politicians made agreements to share information with other countries – Britain, France, Russia – but they didn’t bother consulting Groves, and ignored his warnings that maintaining information security was in the country’s best interests.

Oh sure, blame the politicians. Of course the military chafed under civilian strategic leadership – but that’s the point! The military can’t always have its way.

Well, in this case the military not getting its way meant that the Soviets got theirs. The British made their own decisions about who to send over as part of the Quebec Agreement, and Groves couldn’t object too strongly without causing a diplomatic issue:


Our acceptance of Fuchs into the project was a mistake. But I am at a loss when I try to determine just how we could have avoided that mistake without insulting our principal war ally, Great Britain, by insisting on controlling their security measures.



Still, Groves tried, repeatedly, to convince the English to do proper background checks on their people, but they either wouldn’t cooperate, or claimed to have done the checks when they really hadn’t – or else they were just so disorganized they couldn’t manage to find the information they really needed when it came down to it:


When I received the names of the first group of British scientists coming over to work in the Manhattan Project, under the terms of the Quebec Agreement, I observed that there was no mention of their reliability. I told the British official with whom I was dealing that I would have to have a statement that they had been properly cleared. The statement furnished in reply was inconclusive, in my opinion, and I asked for a more definite one. This was given me; it said that each member had been investigated as thoroughly as an employee of ours engaged on the same type of work.

Since the disclosure of Fuchs’ record, I have never believed that the British made any investigation at all. Certainly, if they had, and had given me the slightest inkling of his background, which they did not, Fuchs would not have been permitted any access to the project. Furthermore, I am sure the responsible British authorities would have withdrawn his name of their own volition, before giving me his history…

Fuchs was born in Germany and had fled to England, where he completed his education. The British authorities had been informed by the Germans prior to the war that he was a Communist. For some reason they ignored this and did not even record the information where they would find it.



Groves seems to be implying that the British purposely skipped doing background checks – but why? Does he think they were all Soviet agents? Or were they just too lazy?

Groves doesn’t think so little of the British. His theory is rather that they simply couldn’t accept the idea that any of their people might be spies, and so never took the possibility of infiltration seriously. Of course, this is not to say that their motives made them any less to blame:


It was a British responsibility. As partners in the atomic field each nation had to be responsible for its own personnel. The United Kingdom not only failed us, but herself as well.

I have always felt that the basic reason for this was the attitude then prevalent in all British officialdom that for an Englishman treason was impossible, and that when a foreigner was granted citizenship he automatically became fully endowed with the qualities of a native-born Englishman. With the uncloaking in recent years of Fuchs, May, Maclean and Burgess, as well as others, I doubt if this feeling still prevails.

No one but Fuchs and the Russians know what he told them –



Wait, stop! That’s not true.

What’s not true?

That no one knows what Fuchs told the Russians – we do know.

What makes you think you would know any more about it than Groves himself?

Tell me this – when was Groves’s memoir published?


	



Oh, that makes more sense. Back then, Groves wouldn’t have had any way to know what any Russian agents were telling their handlers. But it’s not the 60’s anymore, and knowledge seeks the light.

What happened, were the KGB files released after the collapse of the Soviet Union or something?

No, something much more exciting: Vasili Mitrokhin defected to the UK in 1992.

So some guy defected – so what?

Not just any guy – a guy who spent thirty years as a KGB archivist. Over those years, Mitrokhin copied out pages and pages of classified KGB files, and brought his notes with him to the UK.

Thirty years of handwritten notes?

Yep.

I hesitate to ask this in case you actually expect me to go back and read them, but are they openly published like the Farm Hall transcripts?

Not the originals, no – they’re still classified, not to mention in Russian. But the MI5 historian Christopher Andrew wrote a book, The Sword and the Shield__, summarizing the major KGB operations the notes cover.

And that book mentioned Fuchs?

Yes. According to Andrew, Fuchs gave the Soviets a complete or near-to-it copy of the bomb designs developed at Los Alamos.

That’s even worse than Groves speculated. The British have much to answer for!

Actually, even without Fuchs, the Manhattan Project’s information security was still doomed. According to Andrew, Stalin received not just one, but two copies of the bomb designs from two separate spies, Klaus Fuchs and Theodore Hall. Just face it: the Manhattan Project was infiltrated. Despite all Groves’s security measures, the Soviets even knew about the Alamogordo test even as it was occurring.

I was starting to think that Groves might have been a bit overly paranoid looking for German spies that weren’t there. But clearly, he wasn’t being careful enough! What was he doing, letting so many spies get past him?

Don’t feel too bad on his behalf – in comparison to the British situation, the US was practically a fortress. In England, the Soviets had, at one point, five top agents in various positions in the UK government – Burgess and Maclean, who you just quoted Groves mentioning, as well as Blunt, Cairncross, and Philby. On top that, they had numerous other lower-level agents as well. Ironically, if it can be called ironic when it was clearly so maliciously deliberate, Kim Philby became head of Section Five of MI6 – Section Five being the section in charge of British anti-communist counterintelligence. According to Andrew, western counterintelligence efforts were so lacking that Soviet spies started to make up fake ones for them claim to have foiled in their reports back to Moscow, just to keep the paranoid Stalin from getting on their cases about failing to infiltrate the non-existent American and English counterintelligence networks. Groves was ahead of his time by western standards just by making any attempt at counterintelligence at all.

Well, you know what they say – nobody expects the Soviet infiltration! Except maybe Secretary Stimson, in some prescient remarks to Groves:


[Stimson] pointed out that while our atomic bombs would offset Russian strength on the continent of Europe, the Soviets would surely spare no effort to develop their own atomic arsenal. Unless the United States and the United Kingdom were to bring the Soviets into our position of control voluntarily, the Russians would only be stimulated in their efforts to catch up with us. Mr. Stimson estimated that it would take from four to twenty years for them to do so. He mentioned that their espionage activities during the war indicated that they had already started.



Well, Stimson was certainly right about that last – Soviet espionage efforts were well underway by the time World War Two ended. And while the true interval it took the Soviets to make their own nukes came in at the low end of his range, it was still within his window: the first Soviet nuclear test, RDS-1, took place on August 19, 1949, just four years after the end of the war.

You sound like you’re impressed with the Soviets’ speed, but they were just copying us! And it still took them longer to make their copy than it took for us to make nukes from scratch.

I respect science-by-spy as its own art.

I’m not sure if this makes it better or worse, but the Soviets’ success at getting information from us wasn’t entirely due to their spy network. The government occasionally lent them a hand as well, to Groves’s perpetual consternation. For example, take the State Department’s involvement in publishing a secret report that was key to negotiations on an agreement over how much scientific information to share with the Soviets:


Unfortunately, the report was published by the State Department on the grounds that certain portions of it had been leaked to the press and that it was therefore wise to make the entire text public. As in the case of many other leaks in Washington, everyone blamed someone else. The State Department blamed a Senate committee and the Senators blamed the State Department. While the newspapermen, in accordance with their code, refused to disclose their source, many of them did say privately that the Senate was not responsible.



Well, Groves should rest in peace knowing the whole business didn’t matter in the end – the State Department was so infiltrated by Soviet intelligence that Moscow would have known the contents of the report anyways, published or not.

Somehow, I think Groves would have found that cold comfort. It seems more and more to me that any attempt at security was a lost cause, between leaks from above by the State Department and international allies, and leaks from below by Soviet agents. Groves was stuck.

I guess you can keep some secrets all of the time, and all secrets some of the time – but good luck keeping complete information security when the Soviets are involved! And after all, Groves’s primary mission was to develop nuclear weapons – keeping them secret was only a secondary objective. He may have failed at the latter, but at least at the former he certainly succeeded.

Actually, I find it ironic that the US was the only country that succeeded at developing nuclear weapons, when they were probably the country that least needed them. Of course, people can debate all day about whether dropping the bombs on Japan to end the war early and save American lives was morally right – but the question is always about ending the war early, not victoriously. No one seriously doubts that we would have won anyways even without nuclear weapons. Germany and Japan were the countries that actually needed them, and could have used them to reverse their circumstances.

I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. But turn it around – couldn’t it have been, the reason the US was the one country to develop nuclear weapons before the end of the war was because they were winning?

What? That doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t you expect the country that was losing through conventional methods be the one that would feel pressured to turn to nuclear weapons development?

Not unless someone invented time travel when I wasn’t looking.

Huh?

Think about it this way. You say the Manhattan Project was almost preternaturally fast, to the point it’s implausible anyone else could have managed it faster – and yet, it still took them three years. In what war does a country realize it’s losing three years before invading enemy forces make large-scale industrial and technological development impossible? No, the US started the Manhattan Project long before any conclusions could have been reached about the final outcome of the war. And Germany was the same – their choices about what technologies to pursue and which projects to fund were made back even earlier in the war.

But since a country’s endgame using conventional weapons can’t have determined their choice of how many points they put into nuclear research in their opening, doesn’t that invalidate your argument as much as mine? No one can add nuclear research points to their past game, no matter whether they’re losing or winning.

But the two outcomes could still be correlated – for example, if one of the countries is a better player than the other. Couldn’t whatever factor caused the US to be winning the war by conventional methods, be the same factor that caused the US to be winning at nuclear weapons development as well?

Wait, are you agreeing with me that the US is the best country on Earth? Have I converted you?

Not even a little. I don’t mean that the US was “the best” in some intangible sense, only that it possessed some unique advantage from which all or most of its success followed.

What advantage?

Don’t you think I would be rubbing it in your face if I had figured it out myself? We’ve been going in circles trying to determine the true cause of the Manhattan Project’s success, but we’re three-quarters of a century in the future – what do we know? We need something closer to the source. Now that I think about it – why does Groves think the Manhattan Project succeeded? He was there, he must have dropped at least a few ideas somewhere in his 400-pages of memoir?

Better than a few random ideas, he actually gave a full summary, but he doesn’t think their success was due to any single factor:


Looking back, I think I can see five main factors that made the Manhattan Project a successful operation:

First, we had a clearly defined, unmistakable, specific objective. Although at first there was considerable doubt whether we could attain this objective, there was never any doubt about what it was. Consequently the people in responsible positions were able to tailor their every action to its accomplishment.

Second, each part of the project had a specific task. These tasks were carefully allocated and supervised so that the sum of their parts would result in the accomplishment of our over-all mission. This system of compartmentalization had two principal advantages. The most obvious of these was that it simplified the maintenance of security. But over and above that, it required every member of the project to attend strictly to his own business. The result was an operation whose efficiency was without precedent.

Third, there was positive, clear-cut, unquestioned direction of the project at all levels. Authority was invariably delegated with responsibility, and this delegation was absolute and without reservation. Only in this way could the many apparently autonomous organizations working on the many apparently independent tasks be pulled together to achieve our final objective.

Fourth, the project made a maximum use of already existing agencies, facilities and services – governmental, industrial, and academic. Since our objective was finite, we did not design our organization to operate in perpetuity. Consequently, our people were able to devote themselves exclusively to the task at hand, and had no reason to engage in independent empire-building.

Fifth, and finally, we had the full backing of our government, combined with the nearly infinite potential of American science, engineering and industry, and an almost unlimited supply of people endowed with ingenuity and determination.



So Groves thinks they succeeded due to good management, got it.

What? Where are you getting that from?

Look at Groves’s list – most or all of those are management principles. Very good management principles, true, but they’re all the sorts of things Groves could and did have control over as he oversaw the project. While I’m sure Groves’s skill at management raised their chances of success a great deal, I don’t believe the project could have succeeded merely because Groves happened to be especially talented.

Fine then, if you refuse to accept my theory of Groves-superiority, I’ll take another shot: I think the hidden factor is democracy. Democracy always wins!

As I think I already pointed out, Nazi Germany started out as –

And as I already pointed out, Nazis are not real democrats.

It’s all well and good to say the US was a democracy in 1942 and Germany was a fascist dictatorship, and this caused Germany to fail where the US succeeded. However – the US is still a democracy, right? So why can the US government of today no longer run a project anywhere near as fast and successful as the Manhattan Project?

Simple – they don’t have Groves anymore!

Groves was not the only skilled project manager to ever live. The conclusion is inevitable – either the US today is not a true democracy anymore, or else the real key factor behind the Manhattan Project’s success is something else.

Stop raining on my Fourth of July parade! Okay, here’s another theory: what if there was something unique about the culture in the US in the first half of the twentieth century, that caused all those groups Groves brought together – whether labs, companies, laborers, politicians, or military – to cooperate? Other countries were limited to what could be done by small teams since that was the most collaboration they could manage to wring out of people, and the Nazis not even that much. But in the US, everyone in a spirit of patriotism laid aside their grudges and contributed for the good of the country!

While you may be on the right track, I think you overestimate the amount of cooperation that was actually going on.

Impossible! Groves praises the willingness to cooperate of everyone he meets. Of course, there are a couple of exceptions like the pipe fitters union and the French, but those only highlight how far out of their way everyone else was willing to go to help Groves’s project succeed.

Doesn’t that strike you as a bit odd, though? Groves praised everyone – but this only means that maybe we shouldn’t take him at face value. Groves clearly had a very political side to him, and in the interests of appearances probably put forward the best picture of everyone he worked with who gave him any assistance at all, no matter how grudgingly or how much persuading it took before they agreed to help. Now, this isn’t a bad quality in a leader – after all, it was his job to take people with all their faults and get their best work out of them, as Groves certainly understood well. But to get a true picture of the situation, keep in mind that he was writing this book to the public, and while he might have included funny anecdotes about times he disagreed with people, he wasn’t about to put any of the truly nasty arguments in there, especially if those fights were with people he was close to or who were his superiors. I’m afraid I’m not inclined to believe the Manhattan Project was such a rose bed of collaboration and cooperation as Groves seems to have made it out to be.

But even if there were all kinds of behind-the-scenes fights Groves didn’t see fit to mention in his memoir, the fact still remains that in front of the curtain, they all really did manage to work together successfully! Maybe, despite their disagreements, the people Groves recruited were just more dedicated to the project and willing to give it their all, because of their shared understanding of the threat to democracy.

So now you’re combining both your disproven theories together? You want to be extra wrong, is that it? In my experience, people living in democracies are just as likely as people anywhere else to hate and mistrust their country and government – perhaps more so. Last time I checked, Putin’s approval rating was four times that of the US Congress.

Unfair! Comparing Putin to Congress is like comparing nukes to TNT explosives.

By that are you implying that Putin is better or worse, because while nukes are better in the sense of being bigger, they’re worse in terms of being weapons of mass destruction…

Do you even have to ask?

Fine, I’ll change my comparison: Putin’s approval rating was only twice as high as that of the US President.

That’s not fair, everyone knows Putin cheats!

Keep telling yourself that. But I don’t believe for a moment that the Germans and Soviets weren’t just as dedicated to their work and their country as the Americans. Actually, if the success of the KGB spy networks is anything to judge by, many Americans were just as dedicated as the Soviets were – to the Soviet government!

If you’re going to keep being the boron in my reactor and smothering all my theories, why don’t you try coming up with one of your own for a change?

Fine. Partly because of its culture as a liberal democracy – but only partly – the US did value one quality more highly than Germany or the USSR: that is, the courage to take risks. In the Farm Hall transcripts, when Heisenberg explains why Germany could never have launched a massive nuclear research effort like the Manhattan Project, he claims:


HEISENBERG: We wouldn’t have had the moral courage to recommend to the government in the spring of 1942, that they should employ 120,000 just for building the thing up.



Meanwhile, that’s precisely what it took for the US to succeed. And before you say anything, I don’t think the problem was just that the German scientists were all cowards. I think the Nazi regime did not create good incentives for their people to take risks, even when those risks potentially had very high payoffs. Taking risks was just not a good way to get ahead there, but it was a good way to get shot when things went wrong. Since the Manhattan Project was just this sort of risk, no one in Germany was incentivized to start such a thing. Whereas in the US, Groves goes to a lot of people – companies, labor organizers, scientists, military officers – and convinces them to help with his project, knowing it is a risk but one with a high payoff, in that if it succeeds could end the war. They all agree to help him partly because of patriotism, true, but also partly to share in his success – but this latter becomes a consideration only because they’re not afraid of getting shot in the head if the risk doesn’t pay out and the project fails.

But Groves’s team didn’t have complete impunity for their mistakes, you know – and his associates certainly still feared the consequences of failure:


I knew, as did Bush and Conant, as well as the President, Secretary Stimson, General Marshall and General Somervell, that if we were not successful, there would be an investigation that would be as explosive as the anticipated atomic bomb. Once, in 1944, Somervell told me with a perfectly straight face, at least for the moment: “I am thinking of buying a house about a block from the Capitol. The one next door is for sale and you had better buy it. It will be convenient because you and I are going to live out our lives before Congressional committees.”



Sure, but being shot in the head and answering to a Congressional committee are in two different classes of outcome. The personal outcomes for risk-takers in the US were better, and that translated into the organizational outcomes where those people worked being likewise better. This theory also explains the lack of achievement by US government projects today, since while people are still not shot in the head for failure, they no longer reap much glory from their successes, as all the credit goes to the politicians and the bureaucracy as a whole.

I’m still not sure I buy it.

Eh, I suppose we could guess about it all day – if people are still debating the question three quarters of a century on, amateur armchair historians like us can hardly expect to solve it in an afternoon. But it’s sobering to consider that none of these factors would have mattered a whit if nuclear bombs had turned out to be impossible due to some quirk of nuclear physics. All the management skills in the world can’t save you from mother nature’s harsh audit, after all.

Well, even if the physics involved had made nuclear weapons impossible, I think Groves would still have succeeded – with his management skills, he would simply have turned the whole research apparatus to some other technologically-advanced, war-ending project:

[image: ]


The sheer size of Groves’s genetically-engineered combat-dinosaurs gave  the strategy of island-hopping a new meaning.








Peak: Secrets from the New Science of Expertise by Anders Ericsson

Something like 50% of the books on the pop-psychology shelf of your local bookstore have a message like this: The greats in any field didn't get there mainly by being naturally gifted; they got there by practicing a lot. Therefore, if you want to get a lot better at what you do, you just need to work hard and practice too.

Something like 49% of pop-psychology books have that message and support it by citing Anders Ericsson’s research. Peak: Secrets from the New Science of Expertise is Ericsson’s attempt to tell the story himself, walking a thin line between being more academically rigorous than those authors who cited him but not so rigorous that normal people will lose interest.

Take the infamous “10,000 Hour Rule” that Malcolm Gladwell describes in Outliers, which draws heavily on Ericsson’s study of elite violin students. Ericsson says that Gladwell isn’t necessarily wrong in the big picture but he’s sloppy in the details; he joins a long line of people saying this, of course, but he at least gets to move to the front of that line as the guy who actually did the study.

First, he lays out some trivial-but-surprising mistakes:


	The study actually found that the best students had logged 7,400 hours by age 18; Gladwell got to 10,000 by saying they were on pace to reach 10,000 hours by age 20. That’s true but meaningless; even by age 20 those students wouldn’t have yet been world-class performers.

	Even that 7,400-prorated-to-10,000 figure was an average in Ericsson’s study, not a minimum. By definition, approximately half of top performers were actually below the supposed threshold.

	And even if there is a threshold, it isn’t the same across all fields. Ericsson describes a participant in one of his other studies who needed only 100 hours of practice to set a world record by memorizing and recalling 40 random digits spoken to him in a row, because who else would devote even that much time to something so arbitrary? (That's a rhetorical question; now that it's a thing you can compete in, of course people are doing just that, and the world record is now 456 digits.)



Ericsson’s more fundamental objection to the 10,000 hour rule, however, is that just doing something for a long time doesn't necessarily lead to improvement. Other people sometimes make this point by pointing to driving: most of us will probably drive for 10,000 hours in our lifetimes, but we don’t get better at it over time (although I couldn’t actually find any evidence proving or disproving this latter claim). Ericsson, more provocatively, focuses instead on doctors, pointing to studies showing they don't improve at their jobs at all once they're working full-time -- if anything they get slightly worse despite clocking in more and more hours.

The key to improvement, he says, is not just doing lots of practice, but doing lots of deliberate practice. Deliberate practice has a few specific criteria:


	It consistently pushes you outside your comfort zone to try harder and harder things.

	It requires your full focus, not something you can do on autopilot.

	It involves specific incremental goals for you to measure your progress.

	It is structured so you get feedback on how well you're doing and what you're doing wrong so you can work on it.

	It includes guidance from a coach or expert who knows more than you and can accelerate your learning process.



Now, Ericsson's violin study didn't actually measure any of these factors -- he just measured how many hours the students had practiced in their careers and compared the best players to mediocre ones. So how can he draw the sweeping conclusions above? In looking at classical music study (and other fields with a strong practice culture, such as chess, sports, and dance), he finds that the above principles are already applied consistently. All of the music students received one-on-one coaching from experts, spent lots of time on individual practice, set challenging goals, and knew when they were playing well or poorly. (Those of us who just replayed what was already comfortable and skipped practices had already plateaued and dropped out before that point.) So since everyone was practicing the right way, the ones who did more of it did better.

In contrast, most of the things that doctors do aren't structured in a way that fulfills these criteria. They may set aside time for broadening their knowledge (such as going to conferences or reading papers), but that’s not the same thing as actually practicing their skills. Ericsson outlines what a hypothetical "deliberate practice" program would look like for radiologists: they would go through hundreds of novel, challenging images and make diagnoses, then see what the actual outcomes were, learn from where they went wrong and try those cases over and over again until they consistently succeed.

What makes the role of deliberate practice so special? The key differentiating factor between experts and non-experts is that they have extremely advanced mental representations of what they do. For example, chess grandmasters have a tremendous ability to recall positions of pieces during games, allowing them to play out complicated scenarios in their heads and determine the best move (or to play dozens of games simultaneously while blindfolded). This isn't because they have a superhuman memory; it's because they compress the board into what really matters -- what sort of game it represents, what the advantages and disadvantages are -- and then fill in the details from there. We know this because, if you arrange pieces randomly on a board instead of a snapshot from an actual game, suddenly grandmasters are no better than mortals at remembering them. (According to psychology teachers, this was a surprising finding at the time, but we do the same thing every day: you'll struggle if I ask you to recall the exact character string "ajaj ilukkpx snwhzifn wiz ppqn bzodb"; but you'll easily recall the same-length string "your grandfather answered the door naked," because you can compress all the characters into one easily recognizable representation.) Similarly, elite athletes are better than others at recognizing what's happening in a game, allowing them to make better split-second decisions -- or, less usefully but more impressively, recall every second of a mid-game sequence.

Just as lifting weights makes us stronger by building muscle mass, cognitive exercise enables us to make more sophisticated representations by expanding or rewiring our brains: taxi drivers who passed London's famously difficult navigation test grew their hippocampi (the brain region responsible for spatial processing). For violinists, the corresponding skills might include recognizing music more quickly from a sheet, predicting what the next notes should sound like, and knowing more precisely where your fingers should move. By viewing expertise as an outcome of better mental representations, we can see why deliberate practice is necessary: you need rapid feedback to know if your representations are right or wrong; you need to challenge yourself to make them better; you need goals to guide where you should progress next; and an expert coach who already has more advanced representations can help you with all that.

What about "innate talent"?

The intent of this book may be to provide a more nuanced, rigorous understanding of a commonly discussed thesis, but that battle plan falls apart as soon as Ericsson meets the enemy of “innate talent.” Ericsson is so into the practice-beats-talent idea that he spends a lot of the book setting up and knocking down strawmen of naturally gifted performers. Usually these involve Mozart:


	Prodigal performance at a young age is often chalked up to natural talent, such as when Mozart became a performance-caliber pianist at six years old. But he also practiced intensively from a very early age (his father apparently wrote one of the first books about teaching music to young children), and today you can find a hundred six-year-olds on YouTube who can play at a similar level after lots of practice, so it's unlikely that they all just have the elusive piano gene too.

	Some experts are said to have been great from the very first try, such as Mozart writing his first symphony when he was eight, but these claims are usually overstated. Ericsson says those early symphonies weren't actually very good, and they were in the handwriting of his father (a trained musician himself), who claimed he was just "cleaning up" the younger Mozart's work, but come on.

	Even seemingly "savant-like" abilities are usually developed by training rather than natural gifts. Mozart may have been the first person ever to demonstrate "perfect pitch" (it was written about as a novelty at the time, and I can't find anyone earlier cited as having it). But we now know that this skill can be trained, and that the people who have it coincidentally also have a lot of musical training and/or speak tonal languages where the pitch is critical for meaning.



If you don’t already buy into the practice-matters-more-than-talent theory, all this circumstantial evidence probably isn't going to convince you. I generally do buy into it, so whatever. But even if I’m convinced that innate talent is not sufficient to be great at something, however, I still wonder if it's necessary. Can anyone become great in most fields with enough practice and opportunity, or are there inherent limiting constraints?

You won’t get a satisfying answer here. Ericsson mostly just looks at the IQ scores of people who are already experts in cognitive fields, such as scientific research and chess, and shows that among those experts, there's no correlation between IQ and success among that group. A small problem with this is that IQ scores are a pretty rough proxy to stand in for every source of natural talent that might be relevant here. (For example, one study finds that, while "intelligence" has a minimal correlation with chess performance, all "inherited talents" combined may explain up to nearly half.)

The bigger problem is Berkson’s Paradox: by only looking at elite performers, you may just be selecting out everyone who doesn't have enough natural talent in the first place. For example, if you only look at NBA players, there's no correlation between height and basketball performance -- but being taller massively increases your odds of getting to the NBA in the first place.* So in basketball, it's clear that many (short) people have almost no chance of becoming great no matter how much they practice. How many other fields are like that in ways that are less visible? Ericsson makes a big deal out of how great scientists like Richard Fenman and William Shockley had IQs "only" in the 120s, so raw intelligence isn't that important. But if becoming a great scientist requires a 120 IQ (the top ~10% of the population), that sounds like a big deal!

*Some of the numbers at that source, such as the claim that one in seven 7-footers plays in the NBA, are probably overstated because basketball players inflate their heights__, but the pattern stands.

Fine, Ericsson says, maybe there’s a threshold of raw talent required in some fields, but that could just be due to opportunity. Maybe IQ doesn't matter for actually doing research if you practice enough, but you need a high IQ to get a good GRE score, and you need a good GRE score to get into a Ph.D. program, and you need a Ph.D. to be a scientist.

Mostly, however, he wants to get away from that discussion as quickly as possible, because he thinks any belief in natural talent has bad effects: if you try piano once and you aren't Mozart right away, you might give up. Or perhaps more importantly, if you're a piano teacher with 20 students and 19 of them aren't Mozart right away, you shouldn't nudge them to go play Roblox instead and stop wasting your time. Maybe this is correct, and we're better off just believing that natural talent doesn't matter! Still, it's disappointing to not get any rael insight here.

What can the rest of us do?

Chess grandmasters, London taxicab drivers, perfect-pitch studies – if this sounds like a best-hits-of-cognitive-psych-101 course to you, you’re not alone. But even though I know all the big ideas and examples here, I still found reading this book in detail and writing about it valuable. (That's not unique to this topic; good life advice should be obvious, and you need to read it over and over to adopt it.) In particular, it was very motivating -- now I really want to go deliberate-practice my ass off and become great at something.

But ... what? The window for me to become a world-class violinist is probably closed, if not literally (there's no physical constraint for musical performance like there is in sports or dance, but learning new skills is slightly harder as we age), then practically (from a lifestyle and responsibility standpoint). I can still use the concepts to pick up a new hobby and get better, which is great, but what I'd really like to do is use them to get better at something useful to my career; let's say, "become an expert writer." But the key conditions of deliberate practice -- objective performance metrics, well-established training techniques, and experts who have done perfected them already and are available to coach you -- don't hold here.

One answer is to focus instead on skills that do fit those criteria: for example, improving my typing speed. That sounds trivial, but there's a good argument that typing is the most important skill for writers: the faster you can get words from your head onto the screen, the more time you have for thinking, experimenting, or finishing your work and moving on to what's next. This may even be the right answer, and if I'm not too lazy, I should actually do this.

But what about all the other fundamental-but-less-quantifiable skills I need? Some of them could be shoehorned into a similar box. Ericsson writes about how Ben Franklin devised a training program to become a better writer: he found a source he thought was very good, and then tried to replicate it after reading through it once, first by trying to replicate the exact words in each paragraph (improving his vocabulary and grammar) and then by trying to replicate the outline of the full piece (improving his argumentation). But it's a little bit hard to imagine extending the same logic to higher-level tasks -- making decisions about what to write about, running a team or organization, breaking into a new field that nobody has done before. And even if I could figure it out, coming up with these programs requires a lot of effort, and then doing them by definition requires a lot of effort, on top of the effort required to actually do my job in the first place.

Remember how doctors don’t get better at doctoring through repetition alone? There's at least one area that’s an exception: doctors who do a specific surgical procedure more frequently have better outcomes at it. How do we reconcile this with the general ineffectiveness of unfocused practice? Ericsson argues that doing surgery actually checks most of the boxes of deliberate practice: operators are (hopefully!) really focused on their work; they actually get immediate feedback (because when they mess up there tends to be a lot of blood); and although they (hopefully!) aren't seeking out brand-new challenges intentionally, some arise naturally when unexpected complications arise. So just doing their jobs under these conditions builds expertise.

Training programs could be designed to accelerate the skill development process: doctors could be given more practice opportunities outside of a live-patient setting before they go into the operating room; these opportunities could be made more difficult to expand doctors' mental representations faster; experienced coaches could be brought in to help guide them. Some of this, I understand, already happens in medical school, but it's not really continued throughout doctors' careers. A more vivid example is the Navy's fighter pilot training program popularized in Top Gun, which was instituted because "learning by doing" isn't so effective when one mistake can get you killed.

The stakes aren't quite so high in most of our jobs, making it hard for employers or employees to invest so much time in setting up and going through rigorous practice programs. The best advice I’ve seen comes from psychologists Peter Fadde and Gary Klein (drawing on other military training programs), who suggest focusing not on deliberate practice but deliberate performance. This involves doing your day-to-day responsibilities -- that's the "performance" part -- but approaching them in a way that gives them as many of the characteristics of deliberate practice as possible: repetition, immediate feedback, incremental challenge, and mentorship, all of which help you improve your mental models (in their language, "tacit knowledge"). Basically, try to make your job as much like Top Gun as possible.

They give four alliterative examples of what this looks like:


	Estimation -- before starting in on any assignment, explicitly predict how long it will take (or, even better, break it into sub-tasks and predict each of those). This is perfect for learning because you figure out on your own, within the timeframe of the project, whether you were right or wrong. Not only is accurately estimating timelines a very useful skill on its own, but by noticing what you do get wrong and figuring out why, you'll improve your broader understanding of what you're doing. You can increase your opportunities even further by applying this practice to your coworkers' projects (although I recommend not talking too much about this after you correctly predict they'll miss their deadline).

	Experimentation -- instead of always doing the same task the same way, try a different approach and see what happens. This one is for me the hardest one to stick to, but even if the experiment "fails" it can be worthwhile because you'll see how a certain cause has new effects.

	Extrapolation -- talking about coworkers' successes and failures, so you can learn from what they have learned as well. This could also include playing out counterfactual scenarios like "what would have happened if we did X instead" or "how could this have gone even worse".

	Explanation -- when you observe something happen, try to figure out why it happened the way it did. This works best with a little bit of coaching from someone more experienced: first try to come up with the reasoning yourself, and then share it with someone who has more context or has seen similar things happen more, and learn from where their explanation differs from yours.



If you're performing reasonably well to begin with, your responsibilities will change and grow over time, naturally increasing the level of challenge in these tasks (estimating the timeline of an individual assignment is easier than estimating the timeline of a long, multi-team initiative) and giving you new goals to shoot for in your deliberate performance. Your movie may not be quite as sexy as Top Gun, but you'll be getting better at what you do.






Pericles by Vincent Aulay

World’s Greatest Propaganda Construct

The Athenian strongman Pericles (495-429 BC) epitomizes the triumph of lies and propaganda in Classical Greece.

A successful, very wealthy aristocrat, he stopped at nothing to secure power. He betrayed allies, changed Athenian laws to restrict full legal rights to the descendants of Athenian citizens on both sides – and then changed them again to give citizenship to his own son Pericles the Younger, son of the non-Athenian Aspasia. He used his influence on the populist/radical democratic party in Athens to get rid of enemies, and likely murdered his own patron in the party, Ephialtes, when he became an obstacle to his rise to the top slot.

A master of vote-buying and manipulation with a gift for playing the narrow Athenian political game and very limited strategic abilities otherwise, Pericles managed to be always depicted wearing a helmet, as a glorious strategos, leader of men into battle – although it’s not all clear that he ever fought in a battle, and his military record as a general was poor at best. This contrasts with popular depictions of Socrates, who was a hoplite of great distinction in three hard-fought battles, as an unkempt old man.

A tyrant under most definitions of the term, or at least an obviously precursor to Caesarism, Pericles ruled by himself, imposing his will and lording over his enemies, for 32 years (461 BC-429 BC), longer than Joseph Stalin or Mao Zedong. He crushed subject peoples who tried to stop Pericles from bleeding them dry with tribute and looting that he used to build the Acropolis and so many more monuments. Yet, his followers and admirers across millennia have succeeded in making his name synonymous with liberty.

That this power-hungry manipulator who led his city head-on not only to the most despicable imperialist power politics, but also into a gruelling, pointless, never-ending, destructive, ultimately lost war against Sparta, is commonly cited as the epitome of democracy (1) is perhaps the greatest joke ever played on us by posterity. Pericles is the world’s greatest propaganda construct.

                                                                  \*


There’s a huge amount of studies on Athenian democracy, but few recent biographies of Pericles. The most comprehensive modern biography is Vincent Aulay’s prize-winning, French-language “Péricles” (2014), which is pretty conventional in many ways — particularly his persistent attempts to show Pericles in the best possible light and minimize the underlying tensions in Athens and the wider Greek world between the Socratic/Platonic school of philosophers and their sworn enemies, the democrats and Sophists — but still highly informative.

For example, here’s Aulay’s summarizing the popular view of Pericles among the modern and not-so-modern chattering classes (the translations are mine):

Since the nineteenth century, this person (Pericles) is often regarded as one of the main architects of the “Greek miracle”, embodying “the ideal crystallized in pentelic marble”, to use the famous formula of Ernest Renan. At the head of a peaceful and harmonious city, Pericles would be the model of the wise and incorruptible leader, in accordance with the praised portrait drawn by the historian Thucydides.

Following the fashion of ancient historians, we can compare Pericles with the other extremely famous Athenian of the era, Socrates, who wasn’t quite his nemesis but was in many senses — including the political sense — his opposite.

Pericles was born in 495 BC with a silver spoon in his mouth, a descendant of the famous Athenian reformer Clisthenes, and a member of Athens’ most influential family, the fabulously wealthy Alcmeonids, a family with abundant oligarchic ties and long-simmering vendettas with similarly illustrious names in the city. Socrates (470-399 BC) was born, at best, lower-middle class, and worked as a stonemason.

Pericles was educated by several private tutors including Anaxagoras, a haughty philosopher that may be considered the first Sophist — he taught the sons of the elite for a fee and defended their parents from legal cases for even higher fees. Socrates was a curious young man who, like any other youth, wasn’t allowed into Athens’ famed Agora; like some others, he hung about in workshops surrounding it, where he talked to small-time traders.

Pericles went into politics very early, using his wealth to buy goodwill from the fickle populace in 472 BC, the same year in which the enemies of the great Themistocles — victor over the Persians in Salamis and Plataea, two of the most famous battles of all antiquity — created an opening for ambitious new faces by sending the old man into exile; as Aulay explains:

Pericles was rich enough to perform a liturgy – those public services to which only the wealthiest Athenians and non-citizens were subject. In the fourth century, barely a thousand individuals were compelled to do so out of several tens of thousands of taxpayers and Demosthenes even states that only around sixty people contributed to the liturgies each year… Even undervalued, these figures give an idea of ​​the financial ease of the young Pericles who, without a doubt, was part of the pentakosiomedimnes, which brought together the richest Athenians: since the reforms attributed to the legislator Solon, at the beginning of the 6th century BC. AD, the citizens were divided into four censal classes, perhaps established according to the agricultural incomes, and whose pentakosiomédimnes formed the last degree. On this classification depended, at least partly, any participation in civic institutions, since the Council of the Areopagus was then open only to the first two census classes.

Pericles’ move made him popular, which was the whole purpose of these displays of opulence, but didn’t turn him into the new Themistocles, Aulay explains:

Far from being a foreshadowing of his future policy, this first act therefore needs to be assessed at its proper measure: the choreography of 472 BC was an opportunity for Pericles to highlight his wealth and his education, while showing that he used both for the greater benefit of the community.

Cimon, the son of Miltiades – Athens’ leader at the battle of Marathon in which the plucky little democracy first beat the Persians back, a decade before Salamis – became the first citizen. Cimon then pressed for a policy favorable to Sparta, in order to avoid warfare between the Greeks. Pericles didn’t like this but he wasn’t yet in a position to do anything about it.

Aulay credits Pericles with what appears to have been a very poorly documented military career during this era. For this, he mostly relies on Plutarch, who wrote 500 years after the facts. In his “Life of Pericles,” Plutarch states that Pericles briefly “devoted himself to a military career, where he was brave and enterprising,” the only evidence that we have that he ever faced physical danger. This single sentence, with no additional detail, is highly suspect for two reasons:

-One, because Pericles was widely known, and derided, as a weakling, in an era of physical, hand-to-hand combat. In fact, his supporters tried to turn this into a virtue, in the process creating the myth of the “weakling as a sage” of which Woody Allen much later made a cinema career. There’s a tasty dialogue, reported by Stesimbrotas of Thasos and relayed by Plutarch, in which the king of Sparta Archidamos questions the main opponent to Pericles, Thucydides of Alopeke, son of Melesias (no relation to Thucydides the famous historian, about whom more below) to find out which of the two men was the strongest in the fight. Distraught, the latter would have replied: “When I fight with Pericles and I throw him to the ground, he disputes by claiming that he did not fall, and he wins the victory, because he changes his mind even those who saw him fall.” This is evidence of two arguments often used to denigrate the sophists, masters of eloquence who taught their lessons to whoever would pay: on the one hand, their excessive valuation of the discourse and, on the other hand, their obvious disdain for physical exercise — the basis to survive battle then as now.

-Two, because there was relatively little Athenian military action between 472 BC and 464 BC, when Cimon marched west to help Sparta put down a helot rebellion, triggered by an earthquake that caused much destruction in the Peloponnese. In fact, the only known campaign of the period was Cimon’s siege of Thasos, an Aegean island that was perhaps the first Athenian “ally” to try and opt out of the Delian League, a NATO-like arrangement created by Athens in 478 BC to supposedly continue the fight against the Persians. If Pericles was part of the Thasos campaign at some point, which is not known, chances are he saw little or no action at all, especially since the siege lasted two years.

We know Pericles was not part of Cimon’s expedition to help the Spartans, because he remained in Athens to conspire against Cimon by taking control of the populist party; his switch from gilded son of the haughty elite to populist agitator (redolent of many in later Roman history, including that of Julius Caesar) appears to have been due to the fact that the aristocrats, by and large, didn’t like or trusted Pericles enough. As Plutarch puts it:

At last Pericles decided to devote himself to the people, espousing the cause of the poor and the many instead of the few and the rich, contrary to his own nature, which was anything but popular. But he feared, as it would seem, to encounter a suspicion of aiming at tyranny, and when he saw that Cimon was very aristocratic in his sympathies, and was held in extraordinary affection by the party of the “Good and True,” he began to court the favour of the multitude, thereby securing safety for himself, and power to wield against his rival.

Despite Pericles enthusiastic back-stabbing of Athens’ leader while he was abroad, he was still too young to take power for himself, and didn’t have the resources to crush Cimon by himself. As the populist faction led by Ephialtes used lawfare – an Athenian democratic invention in decades prior – in 463 BC to try and ostracize Cimon for his failure to subdue Thasos and allegedly taking foreign bribes, the aristocratic Areopagus supported Cimon.

The aristocrats rejected the arguments presented by the “sycophant,” the private prosecutor, Pericles himself. These upper-class men, who weren’t illiterate, certainly knew of the bad blood between Cimon’s and Pericles’ ancient families, Aulay writes:

Between the line of Cimon and that of Pericles, there was a long tradition of rivalry, even animosity, dating back to the middle of the sixth century. Their respective ancestors had thus struggled to win the hand of Agariste, the daughter of the tyrant of Sicyone – a fight won by the Alcmeonid Megacles. Likewise, in 493 BC, the Alcmeonids had accused Miltiades, Cimon’s father, of having exercised tyranny in Chersonese. Finally, in 489 BC, Xanthippe (Pericles’ father) had instituted a second trial against Miltiades following the disastrous expedition of Paros.

Having failed to dispose of Cimon legally, Ephialtes and Pericles used street politics the next year, when Cimon had a fallout with the Spartans and returned to Athens with his army. Weakened by this rebuff from his allies, Cimon was ostracized in 461 BC and Ephialtes became first citizen: he immediately curtailed the Areopagus’ power and reinforced that of the popular Assembly, the Boule, easily swayed by those able to bribe the populace and pack meetings with their clients, often dependent on handouts to feed their families.

We know this is the case because such as state of affairs was later denounced by prominent opponents of democracy, such as Aristotle, and Athenians themselves looked for multiple ways to minimize the impact of voting within the city over the next couple of centuries, by using sortition (blind chance) to select public officials. Plutarch found himself forced to explain that Pericles was no Trumpian demagogue whose misinformation moved masses, so it obviously was his money that did the trick:

The poet Ion, however, says that Pericles had a presumptuous and somewhat arrogant manner of address, and that into his haughtiness there entered a good deal of disdain and contempt for others

Ephialtes might have been more effective at playing the populist game. We’ll never know, because he was murdered pretty soon. Aulay, always generous with Pericles, claims this was in “circumstances that remain murky.” He adds that the long-standing interpretation that associates Pericles with the murder comes to us from Idomeneus, a disciple of Epicurus, several generations removed from the affair; and that Plutarch (who is even further removed) rejects the traditional interpretation.

Whatever the case, from 461 BC Pericles was the sole leader the populist faction and Athens’ first citizen, rarely bothered by the exiled Cimon. He still had to contend with the elder Thucydides (the person who laughed at Pericles’ physical weakness), a relative of Cimon, whom Pericles only managed to have ostracized in 443 BC.

Old Athens had been burned to the ground by the Persians after the battle of Thermopylae. Pericles reinforced his power by continuing a comprehensive plan of public works started under Cimon, which eventually gave us the construction of the Parthenon between 447 BC and 438 BC, as well as that of the Long Walls connecting the city to the Piraeus port, so it could withstand a military siege.

He also used the tribute paid by the Delian League to help his lower-class political base, by setting up the misthoi system of compensations for service in public positions.

These are Pericles’ greatest triumphs. The misthoi, and related payments for jury duty, did much to deepen lower-class participation in Athens’ democratic system, but it did so at the cost of creating a solidly pro-Pericles constituency that essentially accepted the first citizen’s word as law for decades to come, and hounded his enemies for him. Is that democracy? Plato and Aristotle thought so, and were disgusted by the sight. Plutarch, summarizing the view of others before him, also wasn’t pleased:

Many others say that the people was first led on by him into allotments of public lands, festival-grants, and distributions of fees for public services, thereby falling into bad habits, and becoming luxurious and wanton under the influence of his public measures, instead of frugal and self-sufficing.

Pericles surrounded himself by the best and brightest, whom he regaled with his wealth and power. As stated before, he twisted the law to favor his well-known non-Athenian companion and brothel-keeper Aspasia and turned Athenian bully-style leadership of the Delian League into full-on imperialism.

In 449 BC, the Peace of Callias with the Persians was followed by revolts against such imperialism, which Athenian troops crushed, first in Eubea, and then in Samos.  According to Plutarch, the talk in Athens was that it was Aspasia, who came from Miletus, who pushed Pericles to attack Miletus’ old foe Samos, and that Pericles only gave way to gratify her; others have gone as far as blaming Aspasia for the later, and much more destructive, Athenian war with Sparta.

Regardless of the veracity of Aspasia-related gossip, the fact remains that Pericles’ democracy, a light of freedom for the people, was a prison for the peoples, paid for by the peoples, overseen by his street gangs and assemblies crammed with his clients and cronies.

In 432 BC, Pericles’ blatant militarism led to the campaign and battle of Potidaea, in which an already aging hoplite named Socrates fought with distinction, next to the young aristocrat Alcibiades, who was then about eighteen; Alcibiades got an aristeia, a prize for bravery, but argued that it should have been for Socrates, who saved him while wounded, the start of a long relationship that endured long after Pericles was gone.

Potidaea was one of the catalysts for the Peloponnesian War, which eventually killed both Pericles — felled like many other Athenians by the plague — and Athenian supremacy, after Sparta won in 404 BC. Still, it’s remarkable that Pericles is rarely, if ever, blamed for any of these disasters; such omission is largely the result of the propaganda efforts of yet another of his pals, the historian Thucydides. Aubray:

Thucydides was undoubtedly at the origin of the idealized representation of the strategist. A strategist himself before being exiled from Athens in 424 BC, the historian offers, in his History of the Peloponnesian War, a rationalizing reading of the action of Pericles, restoring several of his speeches, including the famous funeral oration pronounced in 431 BC in honor of the Athenian dead in the first year of the war. The fact remains that Thucydides only deals in detail with the last two years of Pericles’ life.

Thucydides, a man who frequented sophists of the kind that made Socrates’ and Plato’s blood boil, is also beloved by posterity. As in the case of Pericles, it’s really hard to read a bad word about him in modern times; this is not the place to dissect his thought — uncomplicated as it was, since it essentially amounted to a preference for political realism over idealism — but it’s worth reflecting on the fact the even Thucydides criticized Pericles’ imperialist policies and his overconfidence when going into battle against the dangerous Spartans. In fact, Aulay explains:

…this vision is shared by MC Taylor, in “Thucydides, Pericles, and the Idea of Athens in the Peloponnesian War,” Cambridge, 2010, which radicalizes the analysis to the point of claiming that Thucydides “implicitly censored Pericles” and the Athenian imperialist project in itself… Regarding the Athens of Pericles, Thucydides wrote: “It was by name, a democracy, but in fact, the first citizen exercised power.”

Others outside of Pericles’ charmed circle went much further in their criticism, Aulay writes:

Among Socrates’ disciples, Pericles became a subject of both political and philosophical reflection, which quickly turned to the anti-model. An admirer of Sparta who was scornful of democracy, Antisthenes (445-365 BC) openly criticized Pericles by insulting his companion Aspasia. As for Plato, he makes the strategist a dangerous demagogue corrupting the crowd, incapable of raising even his own children. The Socratics therefore make Pericles a repellent, as part of a critical reflection on democracy and its functioning vitiated by nature … Whoever the author of “The Constitution of the Athenians” was — whether Aristotle himself or a member of his school — bluntly condemns the introduction of the misthos and accuses Pericles of having sought through it to corrupt the crowd, finding Platonic overtones there.

Pericles managed to quell in 429 BC a coup d’etat against himself, fuelled by Athens’ continued military setbacks against the Spartans, but died later that year holed up in Athens, with the Spartan army camped at its gates.

The war he started would last 25 years longer: plague took the lives of his two sons by his first wife, also in 429 BC, and the democratic mobs that he had stoked and fed took the life of the third, Pericles the Younger, born of Aspasia. The fact that the one person in Athens who desperately tried to save Pericles the Younger was Socrates, perhaps Pericles’ greatest enemy, is a great example of the contradictions in Pericles’ legacy.

Towards the end of the war with Sparta, in 406 BC, Socrates was appointed a representative of his tribe in the Assembly, which debated what fate should befall the generals of the Battle of Arginusae. These generals, including Pericles the Younger, were blamed for the loss of damaged ships after a major victory, as they sailed away to pursue the defeated Spartan navy.

Amid huge political pressures, a popular vote decided upon capital punishment, a measure which the assembly rejected. Street politics a la Pericles (the Older) led to threats of death directed at the representatives, most of whom relented and allowed the executions. But not Socrates.

Alone as epistates, chairman of the Assembly’s executive body, the philosopher blocked the vote, citing the law’s precedence over the moods of the mob; this way, he secured the support of others who persuaded the Assembly to pass a motion ordering that the generals be tried separately.

In the end, however, mob rule won and the original motion was carried: all six generals tried were found guilty and executed, including Pericles the Younger. Further street agitation followed the executions and charges were brought against the instigators, creating a terrible political mess and leading to demoralization of the all-important Athenian navy and eventual defeat in the long war against the Spartans.

One can only imagine that the outcome of this trial, and Alcibiades’ subsequent second exile and murder, only helped to build up Socrates’ loathing for democratic procedure. Quoting Socrates after these events, Plato wrote that “ideals belong in a world only the wise man can understand,” making the philosopher the only type of person suitable to govern others.

In Plato’s dialogue “The Republic,” Socrates openly objects to the democracy that ran Athens during his adult life. When the Athenian democracy was overthrown by the triumphant Spartans, it was replaced by a pro-Spartan oligarchic junta known (by the democrats) as the Thirty Tyrants and led, of all people, by a former student and friend of Socrates named Critias, who was also a relative of Plato. After a year, the Thirty were overthrown and democracy was restored in the city, amid promises of amnesty for recent events.

These promises were empty. Like Alcibiades and Anaxagoras before him, Socrates, a well-known friend of the Tyrants and enemy of the democrats, was put on trial for religious reasons thinly hiding political motives (2); Anytus, an upper-class, well-known democrat who had often been mocked and probably cuckolded by Alcibiades, led the prosecution in front of 500 juries. It was all exceedingly democratic, and the greatest genius of antiquity was sentenced, by a very large democratic majority, to death.



	
  _This is from a New Yorker’s article_ _[published in 2020](https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/the-athenian-plague-a-cautionary-tale-of-democracys-fragility?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=onsite-share&utm_brand=the-new-yorker&utm_social-type=earned)__: “‘Future ages will wonder at us, as the present age wonders at us now,’ Pericles, the great Athenian statesman, declared in his funeral oration, a celebrated speech in the winter of 431–430 B.C.E. He wasn’t wrong. We continue to admire Athens’s architectural splendor, stage its tragedies and comedies, and marvel, especially, at much that its democracy (the world’s first) wrought: participatory government, equal treatment before the law in private disputes, a distaste for class consciousness, juries made up of citizens, and tolerance about others’ personal lives.”_




	
 _The legal backbone for Socrates’ prosecutions, as well as others before him, was a decree passed under Pericles, and pushed by Diopeithes, a seer, sometime before 432 BC. The decree looked to curb impiety, targeted first those who did not acknowledge divine things._













Private Government by Elizabeth Anderson

What does it mean for a worker to be exploited? Libertarians would say that along as the worker freely entered into a contract, nothing in the contract can be exploitive. Communists would say that all employees are exploited because they do not own the means of production. American Democrats would say that if the worker isn’t earning a living wage, or exposed to hazardous conditions. American Republicans would say workers are exploited by the taxes they pay to the state and by the endless diversity seminars they’re subjected to.

In Private Government, Elizabeth Anderson says that all these claims are wrong. Workers are exploited when they are subject to the unaccountable whims of their boss. Anderson’s work has historically bridged philosophy and economics, and Private Government is no exception. At its best, Anderson combines a philosopher’s knack for getting to the roots of an issue with an economist’s practical solutions. At its worst, it feels like Anderson is picking arguments from the field that leads to her desired outcome, rather than synthesizing the two fields into a coherent whole.

Private Government grew out of 2 lectures that Anderson gave at Princeton in 2015, and the scope and intended audience reflect that. This is very much an American book, aimed at the sort of people who tend to attend philosophy lectures at Princeton; that is to say, the Elites. It’s also quite a short book, only about 150 pages, and a third of that is 4 responses to Anderson by other authors. Of the responses, Tyler Cowen’s response is probably the most interesting, and the only one that I’ll discuss in any depth.

I.

What is a government?

Anderson’s key argument is that workplaces are a form of government, and we should recognize them as such.

We, in 21st century America, think of “government” and “the state” as interchangeable, and any thought of “private government” immediately conjures pictures of crazy anracho-libertarian worlds like Snow Crash or David Friedman’s imagination. But Anderson thinks that our modern conception of government is too narrow, and should be expanded much more broadly.

Anderson’s definition of government is indeed extremely expansive. According to Anderson:


Government exists wherever some have the authority to issue orders to others, backed by sanctions, in one or more domains of life.



By this definition, most societies have historically had several organizations that are a form of government. In 17th century England, the Anglican Church could fine parishioners, extract tithes, and even exile followers from the church. Merchant guilds could fine or even jail members who did not follow the guilds strict regulations on sales. Nor did these other governments follow strict national borders. At one point, an English merchant was imprisoned in Rotterdam by England’s Merchant Adventurers, because he would not swear that he had obeyed all their regulations. In medieval Europe, the state was weak and broadly distributed, so much so that your landlord had a bigger role in your government than the king. In many societies, the state gave masters the power of government over their slaves, giving them absolute control over them. Even today, the state is not truly a monolith. We have different organizations at the federal, state, and local level that can all issue orders and enforce sanctions.

Workplaces as government

Workplaces clearly meet this expanded definition of government. They generally have a strict hierarchy, where bosses may issue orders to subordinates and expect them to be obeyed. These orders are enforced with the threat of sanctions, typically in the form of fines (withheld pay) or exile (firing). According to Anderson’s definition, this is enough for workplaces to count as a government.

Anderson goes further and argues that workplaces are not only governments, they are powerful, unaccountable dictatorships. The employer’s power is backed by their ability to fire any employee, at any time, for reasons having nothing to do with job performance or ability. Employees can be fired for drugs used outside of work (even if those drugs are legal), for speech made outside of work, and until 2020, for being gay or transgeneder. In the United States there is a clearly defined set of reasons that you can’t fire someone for (race, sex, religion, national origin, age, pregnancy, disability, whistleblowing, or union organizing). Anything else is fair game, which means that people have been fired for being too attractive, drinking Pepsi, or having their daughter raped by a friend of the boss. You can also lose your job for what you say in your tweets, your emails, your old podcasts, or for your political donations.

While we shouldn’t draw a false equivalence between firing and imprisonment, we also shouldn’t underestimate its severity. Being fired means you are losing money, just as surely as if you’d been fined, and also has significant impacts on long-run happiness. According to one study, unemployment has a greater effect on long-run happiness than the death of a spouse
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This power, Anderson argues, allows employers to abuse and exploit their workers in ways large and small, without fear of push-back or reprisal. For proof, Anderson gives a litany of examples of employers exploiting workers, including:


	Walmart forbidding chatting between workers

	Apple searching warehouse workers for stolen merchandise every day, without pay

	Tyson and Nabisco not allowing bathroom breaks, forcing workers wearing diapers in order to keep their jobs

	Amazon arranging to have ambulances parked outside of their warehouses during heat waves, expecting workers to need hospitalization due to the heat



As a result, Anderson thinks it is reasonable to refer to workplaces as “communist dictatorships in our midst”], and declare that workplaces have “arbitrary, unaccountable power”.

This seems bad, but do we need to call workplaces “governments” to make this argument?

While her argument that workplaces are governments is perfectly logical, I can’t help but think that there’s a bit of philosophical sleight of hand happening here. By using the term “government”, Anderson is inviting us to compare the power of workplaces to that of the state. But then she redefines government so that the scale of control isn’t relevant. Read expansively enough, basically anything would become a form of government. Consider the Soup Nazi from Seinfeld. He can issue orders to customers (order quickly, no complaining, only speak English) and enforce them with the threat of sanctions (No soup for you!). Since we can all agree that the Soup Nazi should not count as a government, what is the point of calling workplaces governments?

I think there are two reasons. The first is that political philosophers have spent hundreds of years designing political systems that limit the state’s ability to dominate their subjects. Modern democracies are the beneficiaries of this philosophical thought, drawing on ideas of social contracts and inalienable rights to determine the structure of the government and limits on its power. Describing workplaces as  governments encourages us to think about how insights from political philosophy could be adapted to prevent the exploitation of workers by their employers. When Anderson describes potential solutions to the issue of worker exploitation, she explicitly draws on lessons from political philosophy.

The second reason is subtler, but I think more important. Anderson wants us to start thinking of employers as an entity that can take away your liberties. In modern American discourse, the state is the sole entity that can grant or take away liberties. Liberals might talk about the harms caused by corporations or communities, but they describe it in terms of justice, fairness, or equity, not in terms of liberties. Conservatives, meanwhile, are very happy to argue that the state infringes on your liberties. Anderson quotes Republican politician Ken Cucinelli as saying “every time the government’s slice of the liberty pie grows, the citizens’ slice is reduced”. Anderson doesn’t accept that tradeoff, saying that limiting rights in one dimension can increase them in another, but at the very least she would like everyone making this argument to acknowledge that it ”generalizes to all governments, not not just governments run by the state“. By describing workplaces as governments, Anderson is encouraging our brains to start thinking of workplaces as something that takes away our freedom. Using the term “government” allows us to latch on to all our associations with that word, rather than Anderson having to build them up from scratch.

What can be done about it?

Anderson ends her book with a concrete set of policy proposals to prevent or limit the exploitation of workers by bosses. This is probably the section that benefits the most from Anderson’s familiarity with both philosophy and economics. Anderson is always sure to keep the economic perspective in mind when discussing policy solutions. It’s clear that she doesn’t want to propose solutions that depend on the goodwill of employers or leave companies vulnerable to being outcompeted by more ruthless competitors. It’s honestly a refreshing change of pace from a lot of the rest of our political discourse.

Anderson makes an analogy to political philosophy to suggest 4 ways to limit the power of employers:

1. Exit

Exit rights are the market’s solution to workplace dictatorships. Since workers always have the option to quit their job and find a new one, there are built-in limits on how exploitative employers can be. For this perspective, the best defense against exploitation is a strong economy that allows workers to quit feeling confident that they will be able to find a better job soon.

While Anderson acknowledges the role of exit rights, she does not consider them a sufficient check on workplace government. She highlights the proliferation of non-compete agreements, which have become so common that the standard employment contract for Jimmy John’s now includes one. She suggests the prohibition of non-compete agreements as a way to increase worker’s rights. Even without non-compete agreements, Anderson thinks that exit rights are a bad solution. She cites regions where a single employer dominates the labor market (monopsony), giving them outsize power over workers. She also cites cases where a whole industry suffers from the same ills, whether it’s sexual harassment in the restraunt industry or the decline of manufacturing and mining as examples where the advice to “just find a new job” isn’t feasible.

2. Rule of Law

Anderson is skeptical of the ability of rule of law to provide sufficient protection to workers, in large part to economic considerations. While state laws and regulations can leave large amounts of autonomy for citizens, efficiency in workplaces requires that “the authority of managers over workers be both intensive .. and incompletely specified”. Managers must be able to “rapidly reassign different tasks to different workers to address new circumstances”.  At the same time, Anderson notes that company policies and procedures can act as a form of rule of law for workplaces, and highlights the area as a topic for further study.

3. Constitutional Rights

Anderson considers state regulations to be the equivalent of constitutional rights for workplaces. The Fair Labor Standards Act, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and anti-discrimination laws give workers protections both at work and during the hiring process. Anderson suggests that these rights could be strengthened by passing laws to ensure better conditions in the workplace and protect workers from being fired for any behaviors outside of the workplace. However, Anderson also considers this approach insufficient, as they would at most provide limits on the scope of workplace dictatorship, not remove it.

4. Voice

The solution Anderson likes best is giving workers a say in their workplace. Anderson is skeptical of worker-owned or worker-managed firms, saying that differing interests among workers may mean that these firms are always at a disadvantage compared to traditional corporations. For that reason, Anderson prefers to give workers a voice through collective bargaining. Anderson specifically highlights the German codetermination model. In this system, for companies with over 2,000 employees, just under half the seats on the board of directors are elected representatives of the workers.

Through these 4 approaches, Anderson argues that workplace government can be transformed from a private system, run by employers with no regard for the governed, into a public system that is accountable and responsive to the needs of the governed.

II.

At this point, I’m guessing many readers will be howling at the screen, screaming that states and employers aren’t the same, even if you use the same word to describe them. For starters, it’s much easier to choose your employer than it is much harder to choose your state. Other than refugees and some strange edge cases, everyone is born being governed by a state, while no one is born being governed by an employer.

An Economist’s Perspective

For a full-throated defense of the goodness of workplaces, we can turn to Tyler Cowen, who in his commentary argues strongly against the idea of “workplace as dictatorships”.

Cowen has two main arguments. The first is that the power of workplaces to exploit their workers is limited by the ability of employees to quit and seek employment elsewhere. The second is that actually, reducing freedoms at work could end up benefiting workers.

Cowen walks through some what I would consider pretty mainstream (for an economist) views on how the labor market is supposed to work. Workers are generally free to move between jobs, giving them a way out if the company abuses its dictatorial power. No, monopsony isn’t that big a deal, and even in cases where it does exist, it doesn’t automatically mean that workers will be exploited. No, Walmart and Amazon aren’t uniquely terrible, and in fact they often pay better and are more tolerant than small employers. So far, nothing you wouldn’t find from Matthew Yglesias or Noah Smith or any other neoliberal commentator.

The second, more out-there argument is that allowing workplaces to be dictatorships is actually to the benefit of workers. Cowen assumes that giving bosses arbitrary control over all aspects of the workplace maximizes profit (I think that Anderson would agree, but say that the effect is small), so that any increased freedoms for workers extract a cost that has to come from somewhere. It’s reasonable to think that workers, if given a choice between higher pay and protections against firing, might choose the higher pay. That said, I don’t think it’s obvious that higher pay would always win. Many countries have strong constraints on the ability of employees to fire workers, and for many people (myself included), protections against being fired are a major draw of working in the public sector. Cowen himself has strong workplace protections as a tenured professor.

Another way that workplace dictatorships can benefit workers is that, in many cases, workers are fired for speech because it made other workers uncomfortable. When James Damore was fired from Google, part of the stated justification was that his views were creating a hostile work environment for other employees.

As a result, Cowen argues, we shouldn’t be thinking about this philosophically at all. Instead, we should see workplace freedoms as one of many “perks” (his word) that can be used to attract workers. Far from being a philosophical nightmare, workplace freedoms are a perfectly ordinary commodity that should be traded on the open market.

Most people actually like their job

For my part, I worry that Cowen is making this more complicated than it actually is. An overwhelming majority of American workers say that they like their job - 84% in 2021, 88% in 2015 when the book was written. If we accept Anderson’s statistic that 25% of employees think that their workplace is a dictatorship (I’m not sure that we should accept it, given that it comes from a single Zogby poll from 2008, but anyway), that means at least half of people who think their workplace is a dictatorship are at least moderately satisfied with their jobs.
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If most workers like their jobs, that suggests that bosses are not exploiting their workers, and that the ability of workers to influence workplace policy through the job market is strong. Even Amazon, a company whose strict control over its employees has literally resulted in people dying or being hospitalized with heat stroke, is actually rated pretty highly by its workers (58% of Amazon workers said they would recommend the company to a friend).

From an economics perspective, we might say that employees are getting a raw deal, or that the market for labor is biased in favor of corporations, but it’s hard to say that workers are suffering under an oppressive dictatorship. The problem of workplace dictatorships is primarily a philosophical one, and one that Anderson has to do some pretty extensive legwork to justify.

III.

The philosophical underpinnings of Anderson’s argument hinge on a description of three distinct types of liberty. That’s 50% more liberties than I knew about, and 200% more than show up in everyday discourse. While it’s not critical to understanding Anderson’s argument, I thought this concept was by far the most interesting and applicable part of the book, and as such, worth digging into.

Republican Freedoms

According to Anderson:


There are at least three concepts of freedom: negative, positive, and republican. If you have negative freedom, no one is interfering with your actions. If you have positive freedom, you have a rich menu of options effectively accessible to you, given your resources. If you have republican freedom, no one is dominating you — you are subject to no one’s arbitrary, unaccountable will.



She then clarifies the distinction with some examples:


A lone person on a desert island has perfect negative and republican freedom, but virtually no positive freedom, because there is nothing to do but eat coconuts. An absolute monarch’s favorites may enjoy great negative and positive freedom if he has granted them generous privileges and well-paid sinecures. But they still lack republican freedom, since he can take their perks away and toss them into a dungeon on a whim. Citizens of prosperous social democracies have considerable positive and republican freedom, but are subject to numerous negative liberty constraints, in the form of complex state regulations that constrain their choices in numerous aspects of their lives.



The idea of republican freedom is new to me, and one that I’m still getting my head around. For an additional perspective on the idea, we turn to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (SEP) entry on Republicanism.

Maybe the best way to understand republican freedoms is to contrast them with negative freedoms. If negative freedoms are generally associated with being left alone (see Anderson’s example of someone alone on a desert island as having perfect negative freedoms), then republican freedoms are associated with non-domination, or no one having the ability (even in theory) to exert arbitrary, unaccountable control over you.

The SEP gives the example of a colony of some far-off imperial power. It’s a good example, so I’m just going to quote it in full:


Now consider a second scenario. Imagine the colony of a great imperial power. Suppose that the colonial subjects have no political rights, and thus that the imperial power governs them unilaterally. But further suppose that the imperial power, for one reason or another, chooses not to exercise the full measure of its authority—that its policy towards the colony is one of more or less benign neglect. From the point of view of liberty as non-interference, we must conclude that the colonial subjects enjoy considerable freedom with respect to their government for, on a day-to-day basis, their government hardly ever interferes with them. Next suppose that the colonial subjects revolt with success, and achieve political independence. The former colony is now self-governing. We may imagine, however, that the new government is somewhat more active than its imperial predecessor, passing laws and instituting policies that interfere with people’s lives to a greater extent than formerly was the case. On the view of liberty as non-interference, we must therefore say that there has been a decline in freedom with independence. As in the first scenario, many find this counterintuitive. Surely, a nation that has secured its independence from colonial rule must have increased its political liberty.



Another way to put it is that negative freedoms are about outcomes while republican freedoms are about possibilities. If someone could decide on a whim to lock you up and throw away the key, then you are not free, even if this never happens. Republicanism is not concerned with probabilities.  When a slave learns to predict her masters moods and thus avoid punishment, her well being is surely increased, but she has no more republican freedoms than she did before
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Pictured: The royal court of Portugal, suffering from their lack of freedom. Via wikipedia

Unfortunately, both Anderson and the Stanford Encyclopedia are a little wishy-washy on why, exactly, a lack of republican freedoms is a problem. One strain of argument says that a lack of republican freedoms is bad because it often leads to other violations of liberty:


As a contingent empirical fact, extensive arbitrary power often brings extensive interferences in train (slave masters and absolute monarchs just can’t help meddling in their subjects’ affairs, we might suppose) [SEP, 2.1]



But in the end, many of the examples given in the SEP ultimately fall back on the intuitive idea that “it just feels bad”:


“If you understand the experience of exposure and  vulnerability to another -- the experience of domination -- and if you can see what is awful about it, then you are well on your way to understanding republicanism”

“The appeal of the republican conception of political liberty as independence from the arbitrary power of a master is perhaps understandable.”



Anderson puts the same argument in more philosophical terms, asserting that “exercising autonomy … is a basic human need. ”, and not having it “demeans one’s agency”. Anderson additionally contrasts injuries suffered by firefighters and those suffered by Amazon warehouse employees, and concludes that because the injuries of the warehouse workers are unnecessary, they “inflict an expressive injury on the workers, over and above the material injury of illness”.

To flesh this out a little bit more, we could say that a lack of republican freedoms is a problem because it means that your other freedoms are never secure. As the British scientist Joseph Priestly said of the American Revolution “The man who submits to a tax of a penny … is liable to have the last penny he has extorted from him”.

Gaps in the philosophy

While I can appreciate the philosophical ideas behind republican freedoms, I have trouble seeing how they might be important practically. Philosophically, it’s easy to construct scenarios where we need the idea of republican freedoms to prevent contradictory results. But practically, I feel like the harms of domination come not from the possibility of control, but from them actually doing it. In the American Revolution, it wasn’t the fact that Britain could tax the colonies that drove the revolution, it was that they actually did — if not, why did Britain have to pass so many taxes (the Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, the Revenue Act, the Tea Act) before the revolution started? Surely Britain had proved that they could raise taxes after the first one. Similarly, at work, the harms that Anderson cites generally come from bosses actually giving cruel orders to their workers, not from the idea that they might do so.

I also find the idea that probabilities don’t matter to be pretty absurd. When I first started my current (cushy white-collar) job, I worried a fair amount about what my boss thought of me, and if today was going to be the day that she told me I was terrible and fired me. As time went on and that didn’t happen and I had a series of ok-to-good performance reviews, that anxiety decreased because I’m a good Bayesian and can update my views in response to new information. It’s the same reason that I worry more about getting wet when it’s cloudy out than when it’s sunny, because while sunshowers are possible, they’re much rarer than regular rain showers.

Lastly, I feel like the proponents of republicanism are a little too enamored of voice and democracy. While I vote in every election, I don’t feel like I’m in control of what the government does. If I’m fined for jaywalking or am investigated by CPS for letting my kids play in the park alone, it doesn’t feel any different because I had a miniscule role in deciding on those laws. It feels like me against the arbitrary, unaccountable power of the state. Going back to the example of the newly-freed colony, it seems totally reasonable that an individual might have had more liberties under the old imperial regime than they do in the new democratic one.

Academically, however, I find the idea of republican rights incredibly useful. In particular, I think it shows the differences between the US Democratic and Republican Parties better than any other single issue I’ve encountered.

Republican Rights and the Democratic Party

While Private Government is focused exclusively on workplaces, Anderson’s arguments about republican rights and private government can be applied much more broadly. And basically any way you extend her arguments, you can find a Democratic party policy waiting for you.

Start with probably the closest analog to the employer/employee relationship: landlords and tenants. In most places in the country, landlords can exile tenants (i.e., decline to renew their lease) for any reason they choose, and tenants generally have no recourse. This arbitrary, unaccountable power is unjust, and we therefore need to pass tenant protection acts and rent control laws to ensure renter’s rights of non-domination.

Let’s go further - if you’re a journalist, a youtuber, or any sort of influencer, your livelihood is determined by algorithms built by a tech company, over which you have no control and no recourse if it changes. Whether it’s Facebook’s “pivot-to-video”, or getting banned from Twitter or YouTube for policy violations, you have no say in what those policies are, and often no course of action to contest the decisions. These algorithms now have arbitrary, unaccountable power over you. This is unjust, and we therefore need to break up Big Tech to prevent this domination.

Even more broadly - are billionaires inherently a problem for civic republicans? After all, if Warren Buffett wanted to, he could exert minute control over my life, by offering me enough money. Or by offering enough money to my neighbors. Republicanism says that this is a problem even if it never happens . We therefore need to raise taxes on the rich and pass a wealth tax to give the 99% the right of non-domination.

We can contrast this with the Republican party platform. I’m far less familiar with Republican policies, but my understanding is that much of the traditional Republican party platform is based on negative rights. The role of government, according to the Republican parties, is to protect individuals but otherwise leave them alone. Reading through the 2016 Republican Party Platform (there wasn’t one in 2020), most of the economic proposals focus on scaling back the role of government, reducing taxes, and repealing regulations. It’s not about using government to prevent exploitation, it’s about reducing the power of government to interfere in our lives.

I’m not saying that republican rights explain all the differences between the American Democratic and Republican parties. At most, I think it can only give insights into economic policies. I don’t think republican rights can explain the parties’s positions on the environment, abortion, or gay marriage. But since reading Private Government, I’ve been surprised just how often liberal arguments can be reframed in terms of republican rights.

IV. Anderson’s solutions aren’t fully specified by her philosophy

Anderson’s proposed solutions to the problem of workplace dictatorships all seem like they’re taken straight out of the leftish playbook. I could imagine Bernie Sanders or Elizabeth Warren arguing for any of them.

But at the same time, these aren’t the only solutions possible.  Maybe the right response to bosses having too much power over employees is to make the employer-employee relationship less formal, less structural. Maybe health care benefits shouldn’t be tied to the employer at all, and instead should be purchased in an open market. Maybe instead of agreeing to work 9 am - 5pm, Monday-Friday, workers could work when there was work available and they were available. In other words, maybe we should all become part of the gig economy.

Would this solve the problem of workplace dictatorships? On the one hand, gig workers can still be exiled (i.e., barred from the platform). On the other hand, since there’s nothing keeping gig workers from being on several platforms, exile should be a much smaller deal. There’s no direct boss to require you to come in on weekends and wax their car, but there is an opaque algorithm that assigns you jobs and rates at unpredictable intervals.

So maybe instead we should be figuring out how to make everyone a small business owner. That might mean lowering taxes, or giving tax breaks specifically to small businesses. It might also mean radically reducing the number of state regulations, to allow people to start small businesses without having to wade through 2000 pages of legal jargon.

Or maybe instead we should cut to the chase. The real problem is that all of us are dependent on employment for our livelihoods. There is no solution to the issue of terrible bosses without making us independent from work. The best solution, and possibly the only solution, to workplace dictatorships is a universal basic income. By guaranteeing people some income regardless of their job, UBI would dramatically lessen the pain of being fired, allowing all workers to quit their jobs as soon as workplace conditions deteriorated.

I’m not sure how much this is a knock against Anderson specifically, versus how much it is a general problem with philosophy. After all, philosophy has a long history of making high-level, intellectual arguments that are difficult to translate into concrete policies. Some might even say that’s philosophy’s whole thing. After all, Bentham proposed that we should take the action that best increases pleasure and reduces pain, and 200+ years later, we’re still arguing how to translate that idea into practice.

V. Conclusion

Overall, I was disappointed with Private Government. While it offers a fresh perspective on issues of fairness in the workplace, I’m not convinced that Anderson’s approach is especially illuminating. At many times it seems to prioritize the abstract potential for harm over concrete instances of it. While I would agree that work is often terrible, especially for low-income workers, it’s hard to square that intuition with data showing overwhelming majorities are satisfied with their job. I think any discussion of the evils of the workplace needs to grapple with that paradox.

At the same time, I’m grateful to Anderson for introducing me to the concept of republican rights. It’s one of those concepts that I never would have come up with on my own, but once you know about it, you start seeing everywhere. For that alone, I’m glad to have read it.

Maybe the best way to think about Private Government is as an attempt to answer the question “how much power does a worker have?” After reading Private Government, I’m mostly convinced that this question doesn’t have an easy answer. I think Anderson’s philosophical approach misses the mark by assuming that because some workers are exploited, all workers all (or at least could be). At the same time, I think a purely economic approach would also fail, but focusing exclusively on dollars and cents rather than emotions and social dynamics. Even directly asking people about their workplace may not be sufficient, because we may just learn about individual employers relative to each other, and not about employment as a whole. I don’t know what the right answer to the question is, but I appreciate Elizabeth Anderson for asking it. I just wish she had provided a better answer.






Public Choice Theory and the Illusion of Grand Strategy: How Generals, Weapons Manufacturers, and Foreign Governments Shape American Foreign Policy by Richard Hanania

Richard Hanania details how a public choice model (imported from public choice theory in economics) can explain the United State’s incoherent foreign policy much better than the unitary actor model (imported from rational choice theory in economics) that underlies the illusion of American grand strategy in international relations (IR), in particular the dominant school of realism. As the subtitle How Generals, Weapons Manufacturers, and Foreign Governments Shape American Foreign Policy suggests, American foreign policy is driven by special interest groups, which results in millions of deaths for no good reason.

In the unitary actor model, the primary unit of analysis of inter-state relations is the state as a monolithic agent capable of making rational decisions (forming coherent, long-term “grand strategy”) from cost-benefit analysis based on preference ranking and expected “national interest” maximisation.

In the public choice model, small special-interest groups that reap a large proportion of the benefits from a policy (concentrated interests) are much more incentivised to lobby for a policy than the general public who pay for a negligible portion of the cost of the policy (diffused interests) are incentivised to lobby against. The former can coordinate much easier than the latter that has to overcome rational ignorance (the cost of educating oneself about foreign policy outweighs any benefit an one can expect to gain as individual citizens cannot affect foreign policy) and the society-wide collective action problem (irrational for every citizen to cooperate in the prisoner’s dilemma especially if individual gain is negligible) resulting in inefficient (not-public-good-maximising) policymaking i.e. government failure.

It is very much an academic book that should revolutionise the whole field of IR by challenging the fundamental assumption of realpolitik with impressive rigour, so the brisk 200 pages should probably be mandatory reading for IR/political science freshmen. Like Robin Hanson, I would have been persuaded by an article length analysis, but as Hanania himself agrees, the belabouring book length treatment is to disabuse academics who by nature demand sweat and impressive mastery of literatures — this review should, dare I say, suffice for the cynical reader.

1. Goodbye Unitary Actor Model

IR theorists have put forth three justifications for the unitary actor model.

First, Morgenthau argued that human nature is intrinsically aggressive, so states seek to dominate one another in the struggle for power. But this begs the question of why the collective action problem inherent to large-scale cooperation within hierarchic political organisation is overcome at the level of states.

Second, Mearsheimer, Bosen, and Waltz argued that nationalism is strong enough to make states act like unitary actors. However, nationalism only appears strong when compared to the pull of universalist ideologies like Marxism or liberalism, because soldiers can continue fighting for their fellow combatants despite widespread disillusionment with the mission itself as seen in the Iraq war. Nationalism is weaker than financial self-interest, as no viable army can exist without paying soldiers market salary, and states need laws like tariffs to protect domestic industry; nationalism is also weaker than familial interests, as states need laws against nepotism.

Third, Waltz argued that states behave as unitary actors because those that do not get overtaken by those that do. The Dawinian or market selection analogy breaks down as there are only very few states at any point in history i.e. insufficient units for selection, and conquest has disappeared from international society i.e. selection pressure does not exist.

Other IR theorists have argued that the unitary executive model can save the unitary actor model but Hanania argues that they, too, fall short.

First, Milner and Tingley argued that US presidents are more constrained in policy areas with concentrated interests (e.g. trade, foreign aid, immigration), and less constrained in policy areas with diffused interests i.e. public goods (e.g. geopolitical aid, deployment of force, sanctions), so American foreign policy has the tendency to militarise. Alas, voters have short memories — an election with the president’s party on the ballot is never more than two years away, so the president should constantly be seeking to help his own party, even when not facing the voters himself. A “grand strategy” based on a biennial election calendar is not much of a grand strategy at all.

Second, Posner and Vermeule argued that the executive branch of the US government can be considered a united force capable of outmanoeuvring a Congress divided by power, which leads to a federal government that is more responsive to public opinion via elections and politics (rather than laws) to better solve problems. Afterall, politicians are political — they are selected based on their ability to convince others of their sincerity, likability, and competence, not necessarily their ability to solve problems, and especially not to solve problems that will arise after they have left office.

2. Hello Public Choice Model

Public choice theory was developed to understand domestic politics, but Hanania argues that public choice is actually even more useful in understanding foreign policy.

First, national defence is “the quintessential public good” in that the taxpayers who pay for “national security” compose a diffuse interest group, while those who profit from it form concentrated interests. This calls into question the assumption that American national security is directly proportional to its military spending (America spends more on defence than most of the rest of the world combined).

Second, the public is ignorant of foreign affairs, so those who control the flow of information have excess influence. Even politicians and bureaucrats are ignorant, for example most(!) counterterrorism officials — the chief of the FBI’s national security branch and a seven-term congressman then serving as the vice chairman of a House intelligence subcommittee, did not know the difference between Sunnis and Shiites. The same favoured interests exert influence at all levels of society, including at the top, for example intelligence agencies are discounted if they contradict what leaders think they know through personal contacts and publicly available material, as was the case in the run-up to the Iraq War.

Third, unlike policy areas like education, it is legitimate for governments to declare certain foreign affairs information to be classified i.e. the public has no right to know. Top officials leaking classified information to the press is normal practice, so they can be extremely selective in manipulating public knowledge.

Fourth, it’s difficult to know who possesses genuine expertise, so foreign policy discourse is prone to capture by special interests.  History runs only once — the cause and effect in foreign policy are hard to generalise into measurable forecasts; as demonstrated by Tetlock’s superforecasters, geopolitical experts are worse than informed laymen at predicting world events. Unlike those who have fought the tobacco companies that denied the harms of smoking, or oil companies that denied global warming, the opponents of interventionists may never be able to muster evidence clear enough to win against those in power with special interests backing.

Hanania’s special interest groups are the usual suspects: government contractors (weapons manufacturers[1]), the national security establishment (the Pentagon[2]), and foreign governments[3] (not limited to electoral intervention).

What doesn’t have comparable influence is business interests as argued by IR theorists. Unlike weapons manufacturers, other business interests have to overcome the collective action problem, especially when some businesses benefit from protectionism. By interfering in a foreign state, the US may build a stable capitalist system propitious for multinationals, but can conversely cause a greater degree of instability and make it impossible to do business there; when business interests are unsure what the impact of a foreign policy will be for their bottom line, they should be more likely to focus their lobbying efforts elsewhere.

The mechanism of influence is outbidding all other competitors in the marketplace of ideas, by


	donating to the most influential think tanks in Washington (the United Arab Emirates to CSIS; Qatar to Brookings Institution);

	funding movements, as in the case of neoconservative who pushed for Saddam’s overthrow, the movement was spearheaded by PNAC (created by Lockhead Martin) lobbyists who would go on to become Bush administration officials like Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, Cheney and Weber;

	bureaucratising public opinion management (the supposedly independent and neutral RAND Corporation gets 80% of its funding from the federal government);

	boxing in the president’s major foreign policy decision via military generals’ press manipulation (MacArthur commenting on escalating engagement in the Korean War before he was fired by Truman; top generals in the Obama administration publicly discussing troop commitment needed to win in Afghanistan)

	shaping foreign policy reporting from propagandistic journalists in the close-knit ‘foreign policy community’ (former Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland is literally the wife of neocon author Robert Kagan)

	‘revolving doors’ for all three concentrated interest to actively collaborate (80% of retired three- and four-star generals between 2004 and 2008 went on to work as consultants or executives in the defence industry; ‘rent-a-general’ like the Four Star Group in which generals leverage their Pentagon contacts to consult in equity investing)
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You know the book is dry when this is one of the only two graphics.

3. Team America: World Police

Hanania argues that Ikenberry and other’s advocacy of America’s role in maintaining the “rules based international order” cannot account for the American exceptionalism in blatantly violating international law — 237 American military interventions between 1950 and 2017 (3.5 per year), and 64 covert regime changes in the Cold War alone.
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In the satire, the terrorists have WMDs courtesy of Kim Jung Un; in real life, Saddam had neither WMDs nor terrorist ties.

International law allows the use of force either in self-defence or with the approval of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). The “legal” American military interventions include:


	The Korean War (1950-1953): UNSC declared a “breach of the peace” when North Korea crossed the 38th parallel

	The Vietnam War (1954-1975): from the initial American involvement in fighting off communist insurgency in the South as requested by the sovereign state of the Republic of Vietnam, to the later ceding of governing responsibilities to South Vietnam with the signing of the Paris Peace Agreement in 1975 (notwithstanding the violation of proportionality in the Vietnam War, and the violation of international law in extending conflict to the sovereign nations of Cambodia and Laos)

	The First Gulf War (1990-1991): UNSC authorised the US and 34 other countries to bomb Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi invation out of Kuwait at the Gulf Monarchy’s request

	The War in Afghanistan (2001-2021): a series of UN Resolutions justified, out of self-defence, the US invasion of Afghanistan, overthrow of the Taliban government, and targeting of al-Qaeda, in spite of the failure of nation building when the Taliban returned to Kabul in the midst of the final American withdrawal



Similarly, the Soviet Union did not violate the sovereignty of states when it invaded Afghanistan at the invitation of its government in 1979, and similarly in Syria in 2015. When Russia violated international law, most notably Georgia in 2014 and the annexation of Crimea in 2014, the goal was occupation rather than removing their governments, killing their leaders, or fundamentally remaking their societies (the book was published before the 2022 invasion of Ukraine).

The US is truly singular in violating international law:


	Grenada Intervention (1983): Reagan ordered an invasion, not out of self-defence nor with UNSC approval (in fact voted against by UN general assembly 108 to 9), of the small island off the coast of Venezuela where its communist military junta came into power

	Yugoslavia Humanitarian Intervention (1995, 1999): UNSC sanctioned NATO’s intervention against ethnic Serbs’ massacre of ethnic Bosnians in Srebrenica and Sarajevo in 1995, but not the so-called “illegal but legitimate” 1999 bombing of Kosovo to stop the Serbs’ ethnic cleansing of Bosnians as NATO would have been vetoed by Russia and China.

	The War in Iraq (2003-2011): China, Russia, France, and Germany all opposed the invasion of Iraq and overthrow of the Saddam regime that was sold as a ‘preemptive war’, turns out there were no WMD and the supposed connection between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda was nonexistent.

	The bombing of Librya (2011): a newly passed UNSC resolution allowed NATO to enforce a no-fly zone against al-Gadhaffi’s government “to protect civilians”, but did not sanction the no-fly zone intended for regime change, nor the subsequent airstrike that led to the capture and killling of al-Gadhaffi by rebels



Indeed, the idea of some wars being “illegal” seems odd enough, but the fact that no country on earth violates the most fundamental tenets of international norms so flagrantly and often as the United States means that IR theorists cannot insist on the grand strategy of maintaining “rules based international order”.

Hanania also dismisses other popular explanations of American grand strategy, in particular Chomsky’s argument that America’s interventions are a matter of great power competition and/or a struggle for resources. Somalia and Yugoslavia are some of the least strategically important states in the 1990s; the war in Iraq did not in any way increase American power but rather empowered Iran; and the removal of al-Gadhaffi made it clear to Kim Jung Un that any leader willing to dismantle their WMD program and ally themselves with the US in the war on terror were destined to be killed. As for intervention in oil-rich states, the US was not even willing or able to ensure American corporations benefited as Libya was already selling its oil on the open market (al-Gadhaffi’s removal only hurt production), and the largest Iraqi oil contracts under US occupation went to China and Russia (even if they went to the US, the costs of war ~$3 trillion was far from recoverable).
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It’s surprising how the longest-running meme of American invasion for oil is misplaced cynicism; US foreign policy elites aren’t even competent enough to secure oil for American exploitation.

An additional evidence against American grand strategy is the pattern of troop deployments abroad:
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Practically unchanged throughout 1951, 1986, and 2019.

It’s difficult to see what threat the US is protecting against in the United Kingdom, Italy, and Germany. The rise of China has not lead to increase in troop deployment in Japan or South Korea; the wars in the Greater Middle East has not resulted in the influx of the bulk of troops from the former Axis powers; the fall of the Soviet Union has not seen any withdrawal as promised to Gorbachev but rather expansion of troops right up to the border of the Russian Federation. Once again, Hanania clearly shows that status quo bias has been disguised as grand strategy.

IR theorists have long debated what strategy the US should adopt when responding to potential challengers: realists are pessimistic in viewing great powers to be destined for war; liberal internationalists are optimistic in trusting the pacifying effects of trade and enlightened self interests. Either way, they assume states make rational decisions to attain long-term objectives, but the two ideologically hostile states of the Soviet Union and China show that presidents are too worried about short-term political prospects to stop American business and technology from engaging with and empowering rivals. If there is no grand strategy against the most powerful geopolitical rivals, it’s unlikely any exists for lesser adversaries.

4. The Atrocity Of American Sanctions

Sanctions were introduced by the Trading with the Enemy Act of 1917, and the International Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA) in 1977 gave the president the right to sign an executive order to declare a national emergency to prohibit any transaction between anyone under the jurisdiction of the United States and the foriegn country or its nationals. This means most sanctions are decided on and applied within the executive branch with little input from Congress or the broader public.

The three main concentrated interests do not oppose sanctions (the only exception being the unprecedented lobbying campaign from American businesses to open up trade with China). The national security bureaucracy doesn’t stand to gain or lose from trading with foreign states, nor do government contractors (most rogue states' economies are miniscule compared to China’s). Foreign governments that are candidates for sanctions also can’t oppose them — Kim Jung Un cannot fund Washington think tanks; Israel and Saudi Arabia can fund a maximum pressure campaign against Iran as even meetings with Iranian state officials bring accusations of illegality.

In theory, sanctions work by:


	Hurting the economy

	People get fed up

	Blame the regime for their problems

	Get rid of the regime



The theory falls apart because citizens still need to overcome the collective action problem; regime elites, almost by definition, benefit from the current regime; regimes prioritise paying for security forces over domestic population; and rival powers come to the rescue.

As empirical research clearly shows, sanctions are the most brutal and harmful when they have the least likelihood of success. Step 1 of causing economic hardship certainly succeeds — UN sanctions were associated with an aggregate GDP reduction 25% of GDP per decade; US sanctions were associated with a 13.4% decline over seven years. Beyond the destruction of wealth of innocent citizens, sanctions cause excess deaths due to starvation and brutalising ever more desperate regimes that engage in mass killing to repress domestic protests — six-figure infant deaths in Iraq; 1,000 infant deaths per month in Haiti, 40,000 excess deaths in Venezuela in 2017-2018 alone; 38% of Syrian population unable to meet basic food requirements in 2018.

Step 4 of regime change has yet to happen as a result of the harshest sanctions against Cuba since 1959, Iraq since 1998, Syria since 2011, and Venezuela since 2019. The Bush, Clinton, new Bush, and Obama administrations all stuck to a policy of not speaking with adversaries, which is the opposite of achieving foreign policy goals by providing targeted regimes a clear path towards the removal of sanctions.

Once again, Hanania shows that there is no American grand strategy — sanctions are used to accomplish domestic political goals rather than foreign policy objectives. Leaders face domestic pressure to ‘do something’ about human rights violations and military aggressions abroad, and short of military intervention, sanctions is the only option beyond words of condemnation. Sanctions are an ‘easy’ option because there will be little to no domestic opposition when all the deaths and economic destruction are out of sight; out of mind.

5. The War On Terror

The Bush Years

After 9/11, the United States has invaded the al-Qaeda sanctuary of Afghanistan, but also the completely irrelevant Iraq. In the view of grand strategy, war is a means to accomplish national security objectives; in the view of public choice, national security objectives is a means to accomplish war (or at least a large military budget). The post hoc rationalisation of the war on terror rests on three incoherent ideologies:


	Antiterrorism: disproportional militarised response to terrorist attacks

	The Freedom Agenda: America must spread democracy abroad

	Counterinsurgency (COIN)



In the case of Afghanistan, the Bush administration was so eager to go to war it avoided any other options. No evidence has ever emerged that Taliban (the political faction that ruled Afghanistan at the time) itself knew about the 9/11 attacks, much less planned it; the Afghan ambassador to Pakistan condemned the attacks on 9/12. “We don’t negotiate with terrorists” became the standard American line — before the war began, Taliban was willing to discuss bin Laden’s fate but the White House Chief of Staff refused; after the war began, Taliban was willing to hand over bin Laden to a third country for trial but White House refused just the same.

In the case of Iraq, Bush was so eager to, in his own words, “Fuck Sadam, We’re taking him out” as early as February 2002 (and floated the idea of invading Iraq to Tony Blair), that on 9/17 Bush told his cabinet “I believe Iraq was involved, but I’m not gong to strike them now. I don’t have the evidence at this point.” The administration couldn’t find any evidence directly tying Saddam to 9/11, so they settled on the now-discredited lies of WMBs and “ties” between al-Qaeda and Iraq. “We don’t negotiate with terrorist”’ extended to the non-terrorist Saddam — before the war, Saddam was cooperating with the International Atomic Energy Agency; after the war began, Saddam was willing to accede to practically all Amercan demands but White House refused communication just the same. Just like in Afghanistan, the Bush administration had no interest in exploring any other option short of war.

Two feuding factions within the Bush administration had little contact with each other: the war hawks (neocons like Cheney i.e. products of Lockheed Martin), supported by the Pentagon, did not want to do nation-building; those partial to nation-building (the State Department) did not want war. Bush agreed with the former at the start of the war, but once Saddam was removed, sided with the latter. The postwar plan for Afghanistan was officially determined by the Bonn Agreement of 2001, but neither Bush nor Cheney consider it to be worthy of much thought in their memoirs despite years of hindsight; the postwar plan for Iraq lay entirely in the hands of Paul Bremer as subsequent Deputy Committee meetings on Iraq stopped being conducted — there wasn’t a single meeting to discuss disbanding the Iraqi army that left 400,000 jobless former soldiers prime for insurgency.

The Iraq war dealt with no real crisis but cost the US trillions of dollars and thousands of lives, plunged Iraq into two decades of intermittent civil war — a candidate for the worst American foreign policy failure in history, but a success for the careers of Bush (who won reelection and congressional seats) and his advisors who led the US into Baghdad (who went on to work for think tanks, the World Bank, and the Trump Administration). Once again, there is no grand strategy as each party was only self-interested in short-term gains.

The Earlier Obama Years

As a candidate, Obama campaigned in support of the Afghanistan war, and indeed his first foreign policy decision as president was to send thousands of additional troops to Afghanistan, largely due to overwhelming political pressure from top generals like Petraeus and McChrystal who boxed Obama into sending more troops by limiting the options presented to Obama, blatantly lobbying in press interviews, and threatening dire consequences like resigning from commanding troops in Afghanistan. We know Obama was hesitant as he announced at the same time that American troops would begin withdrawal in July 2011 (by 2015 he announced that American troop presence would stay in Afghanistan indefinitely).

Obama’s second decision was to bomb al-Qadhafi in the name of Libyan regime change, due to domestic but this time also international political pressure from the heads of France and the UK who would face political embarrassment if Qadhafi’s regime, despite months of bombing and sanctions by the US-led coalition, recaptures the rebel-held Benghazi. NATO forces bombed al-Qadhafi’s convoy. Ten days after the killing of the dictator, the bombing campaign ended, and the subsequent decade of intermittent civil war faded from the American consciousnesss.

Obama’s third decision was to cripple Assad’s regime in Syria with sanctions and by arming and training rebels, again due to overwhelming political pressure from hawkish ‘foreign policy community’ who still criticise Obama for having ‘done nothing’ despite spending $1 billion through the CIA and $500 million through the Pentagon, and crushing the Syrian economy. Top officials in the Obama administration admitted that assisting rebels would not change the course of war, nor was there any way to prevent arms from ending up in the hands of ISIS and al-Qaeda. Indeed, the Syrian civil war only got bloodier with American involvement.

The Later Obama Years

Obama’s first major decision was the war on ISIS with the reentry into Iraq from which all American troops withdrew just a few years ago in 2011, due to overwhelming political pressure and in the face of a potentially humanitarian catastrophe (ISIS was going to massacre the Yazidi religious sectarians in Mount Sinjar). This time, the United States would roll back all territorial gains of the Islamic State by working with the Iraqi government, Shia militias in Iraq, and the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces.

Obama’s second decision was signing the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Acton (JCPOA) with Iran to stop its nuclear weapons programme in exchange for UN and EU sanctions to be lifted, $100 billion in assets seized by the US to be returned to Iran, and the US to stop implementing secondary or third-party sanctions. This time, Obama faced unusually significant pressure from Congress which passed the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act by overwhelming majority to be able to revoke JCPOA, but Obama signed JCPOA with Iran nonetheless as enough Democrats would be able to sustain a veto. This was the one and only decision that made sense from the perspective of classical IR theory — American leaders doing things they think are right for the country without a clear political payoff. Indeed, the Iranian nuclear agreement is the exception that proves the rule of public choice, as the deal was only possible near the end of Obama’s second term, and at the end cancelled by Trump upon entering office — a president’s foreign policy accomplishment made without the support of concentrated interests only lasted as long as his administration.

6. Learning From American Foreign Policy Failures

IR theorists widely acknowledge that it was a mistake to invade Vietnam and Iraq, and even the war in Afghanistan went on for too long even if it was originally justified, but these scholars have yet to comprehend the shortcoming of the unitary actor model in accounting for the lack of rational cost-benefit analysis. Comparing the pre-invasion GDP of the countries to what the US has sacrificed (even setting aside the number of lives lost), the GDP-to-money-spent ratio has been 1:74 in South Vietnam, 1:43.3 in Iraq, and a staggering 1:396 in Afghanistan. In other words, the United States has spent in Afghanistan the equivalent of that country’s level of production for close to four centuries.

Cost-benefit analysis also fails outside the major wars: NATO, despite the collapse of the USSR, is willing to absorb practically any country including states that can drag the US into war without contributing anything to American security; the military expenditure in Japan and South Korea, despite anti-China talks in Washington, are either flat or declining.

While an utter failure in humanitarian and economic terms, American foreign policy has a been a resounding “success” from the public choice perspective:


	Lockheed Martin received $36 billion in government contracts in 2008 alone (more than any company in history)

	The Pentagon has a budget of $700 billion for fiscal year 2019 (higher than it was at the end of the cold war even after adjusting for inflation); the vast majority of high-ranking generals have become rich as consultants or weapons industry executives upon retirement

	Eastern European countries that joined NATO are protected by the threat of American nuclear war; Israel and Middle Eastern Gulf monarchies see an Iran impeded by American sanctions



Hanania ends with some ideas for legal reforms:


	Limited, if not lifetime, ban of retired military and national security personnel from taking jobs with Pentagon-contracted companies

	Requiring think tanks to disclose their funding sources like 501(c)(3) non-profits

	Closing the loophole for scholarly work (e.g. authoring books) in the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) that requires individuals lobbying for foreign states to report their propaganda to the federal government

	Making lobbying illegal for all states including allies (e.g. Saudi Arabia), not just enemies (e.g. Iran), except recognised democracies

	Reinforcing the Supreme Court ruling in New York Times Co. v. United States by prosecuting any individual who publicise classified material, including top military officials and journalists who routinely leak classified material but are never prosecuted (unlike whistleblowers like Edward Snowden)



And finally some ideas for norm changes:


	The press should include current weapons industry employment when reporting ex-government officials

	The press should include funding information when reporting think tank scholars’ work, and clarify that the organisation cited refused to provide said information should it be unavailable

	The press should include political motivations when reporting American leaders’ foreign policy decisions (as they do for Kim and Putin)

	The press should include Tetlock’s superforecasting/prediction markets when reporting the forecasts by the military and national security bureaucracy at public interviews, official reports, and congressional testimony



7. Conclusion And Further Readings

Gordon Tullock, one of the founding fathers of public choice theory who coined “rent-seeking”, has always wished for a book like this, and now it exists. It is clear to me that Hanania’s public choice model should usurp the conventional unitary actor model, and any scholar who insists on American grand strategy is deluding themselves.

The book hasn’t been reviewed by mainstream outlets (which probably only reviews “pop” nonfiction), but have been unanimously praised by scholars in adjacent fields: Steven Pinker praised it as “cynical but probably accurate”; Robin Hanson was “quite impressed”, Byran Caplan, whose work The Myth of the Rational Voter was cited extensively by Hanania, praised it as “eye-opening”; Tyler Cowen praised the book as impressive in spite of finding Hanania’s view to be more sceptical than his own — a sentiment I share after reading about the East Asian economic miracle (the greatest anti-poverty program in history) facilitated by American intervention in How Asia Works (another contrarian economics-related work I’ve reviewed).

Russian Invasion of Ukraine

At the time of writing, Russia is invading Ukraine, so it is interesting to see how well the public choice model’s predictions fit. Indeed, the unitary actor model can describe autocratic states to some degree — to understand Russia we only have to get into the head of Putin (the model still falls short in accounting for the oligarchs who run the mafia state). Ukraine is central to Putin’s ideology and subjectively important to Russian society, and the desire to obliterate and absorb the nation of Ukraine far predates the history of NATO (see also Adam Tooze’s excellent essay on understanding Russia as a strategic petrostate). As Hanania writes on his Substack (worthy of your subscription, by the way)[4]:


We know what the Russians want. They have made clear, openly and consistently, that they do not want NATO to keep expanding. When it became apparent in December that an invasion was on the table, the US started a diplomatic process that has involved trying to work out concessions on other things, while refusing to take NATO membership for Ukraine off the table.



Putin has become Satan in liberal imagination, and when it comes to the culture war, the emotional response is overwhelming. Hanania writes:


Brexit, Trump, and the rise of Orban and other right-wing populists in Europe have helped solidify a narrative in which Russian hackers and influence operations are behind everything liberal elites find distasteful, from opposition to Syrian refugees to bans on Critical Race Theory. Here’s a website laying out all the things Russia has been accused of “weaponizing” in the media, including dolphins, federalism, and the weather. The details of debates surrounding the wisdom of NATO expansion and whether Ukraine actually matters to the United States are lost in the larger story, as emotional denunciations of Putin as the source of all anti-democratic activity drives attitudes and policies. Inconvenient facts are ignored because it’s not really about “democracy,” “international law,” or any of the other words they use to obscure the fact that it’s culture wars all the way down.



And the Western response is driven by extreme public outcry to an unprecedented extent:
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It’s all a competition to see who can signal “I hate Putin” the most, but Germany was still shutting down all its nuclear power plants to rely on Russian gas despite warnings from every other EU state (Russia accounts for 40% of Europe’s gas imports) — so much for grand strategy.

That is not to excuse Putin’s invasion (he is, afterall, the aggressor) and no, Ukraine is not “the West’s fault” as Mearsheimer has claimed in his viral lecture, but “NATO’s door remains open” for me and “we're going to start WW3 because you're in my sphere of influence” for thee is no grand strategy at all. Indeed, the irrational Western response is not predictable by the unitary actor model, but by the public choice model. Hanania writes:


If you were going to cut Russia off from SWIFT, for example, why wouldn’t you announce it beforehand? The whole point of a punishment like that is supposed to be its deterrent effect, but if you don’t communicate that a specific action will happen, then it can’t influence behaviour. The answer here seems to be a lack of grand strategy, with leaders responding to events according to emotion and public relations more than anything. Cutting off SWIFT, or even threatening to do so, seems extreme before an invasion occurs, but not after it has begun.



The West cannot rely on sanctions to make Russia abandon its core national security interests, which at the very least include a no-NATO commitment, the acceptance of the secession of Donetsk and Luhansk, and the recognition of the annexation of Crimea. Sanctions will also push Putin closer to Beijing, and the US will continue down the self-defeating path of alienating both of the other two superpowers — so much for American grand strategy. Hanania writes:


Even if Putin has maximalist aims at this point, that doesn’t mean sanctions are worth doing. Their costs are high and they may have major consequences for the global economy. One has to consider the possibility that they make Russia more repressive at home and more brutal in its persecution of the war.



Putin is getting sanctioned, but ordinary Russians are getting cancelled. The Metropolitan Opera of New York has announced it will no longer stage performers who have supported Russian President Vladimir Putin. Carnegie Hall has done the same, and the Royal Opera House in London is cancelling a planned Bolshoi Ballet residency (one of the oldest and most prestigious ballet companies in the world). Eurovision banned Russia. Tchaikovsky is cancelled. As Tyler Cowen writes, cancel culture against Russians is the new McCarthyism.

The culture war has morphed into a hyperreal form on the Internet. Just as covid is the first pandemic in the Age of Twitter, so the Ukraine invasion is, in some sense, the first war in the Age of Twitter. As it unfolds, we are seeing many disturbing parallels to the events of early 2020. People are rapidly normalising once-fringe ideas like a NATO-enforced no-fly zone (while completely oblivious to the fact that it means shooting down Russian planes and causing WW3), direct US conflict with Russia, regime change in Moscow, and even, incredibly, the use of nuclear weapons. The overnight flips on German defence spending and SWIFT are like the overturning of conventional public health policies on masking and lockdowns. We have entered the age of shitpost diplomacy, as coined by Tanner Green, in which the official Twitter account of the US Embassy in Kiev literally posts memes to spite Putin:
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A Russian sixth-grader could explain why celebrating the glories of Kievan Rus does not subvert Putin’s claims about the history of the Russian nation so much as reinforce them.

Just like Hong Kong’s protests, Ukraine has won the meme war with utterly lopsided propaganda and unanimous international support on the Internet. As Yoshimi writes:


Floating ghostlike above it is our war, the myth of the ‘Ghost of Kyiv’, ace MIG-29 pilot who has apparently shot down six Russian planes, or the legend of the Ukrainian soldiers defending an island outpost who replied “Russian warship go fuck yourselves” to a surrender offer and may or may not have died heroically, or two Russian II-76 transport aircraft that maybe were shot down near Kiev, or videos of air strikes or dead bodies which variously are Russian or Ukrainian until they turn out to be from Gaza six years ago, or the viral video of an old Ukrainian woman telling off a Russian soldier by offering him sunflower seeds so when he dies, sunflowers (Ukraine’s national flowers) will sprout from the soil. We’re raising funds for the Ukrainian army on crowdfunding apps and giving advice to the civilians being handed assault weapons about how to disable tanks, sharing weird homophobic pictures of Putin as a gay icon and spamming Russian government posts. Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky has made the decision to stay and fight rather than flee like most would-be leaders who go all in for American foreign policy, and now is being deified by us as “badass”, “a true leader”, etc. etc., alongside his people, whose resistance to authoritarianism we are told is unparalleled in the modern world. After all, so it goes, who could be next?



And like in Hong Kong, despite winning the culture war in hyperreality, the actual war in reality is won by the side with overwhelming military might, not morality. The real war is where Ukrainians are experiencing the genuine life-shattering effects of military conflict. It matters because this is the first time Western response is driven by Twitter outcry, and it will not be the last.

A New EA Cause?

Besides Hanania’s recommendations in the last section (which he admits are more or less impossible in an excellent interview with Caplan), a worthy EA priority might be to somehow turn the public tide on sanctions, which literally kill more people than Putin. Americans should be appalled by the atrocity committed in their names. The banality of the incompetence of foreign policy elites does not excuse their evil. With how entrenched the special interests are, I have no idea if it’s even worth trying, but at the very least the sheer amount of suffering and death from sanctions should be made common knowledge.

Nuclear security is one of the top priorities in Effective Altruism, per 80,000 Hours, Future of Life Institute, and Our World In Data. Toby Orb, who wrote the definitive book on existential risk, The Precipice, estimates x-risk from nuclear war to be ~1 in 1000 in the next century. Luisa Rodriguez estimates a 1.1% chance of nuclear war each year and that the chances of a US-Russia nuclear war may be in the ballpark of 0.38% per year; summarised by Max Roser as:

[image: ]

Nuclear risk is neglected by the public because of [Pax Americana](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pax_Americana#:~:text=Pax%20Americana%20(Latin%20for%20%22American,United%20States%20became%20the%20world's) since the collapse of the USSR, and is not discussed as often in EA as it’s thought to be relatively well-funded and mainstream, but in fact major donors like the MacArthur Foundation have been withdrawing funding. As Joan Rohling details in an 80,000 Hours podcast there is much to be done, especially when Ukraine gave up their nuclear arsenal in 1994 in exchange for Russia’s promise to never threaten or use military force against them.

A worthwhile adjacent cause area might be de-escalation of public outcry to reduce x-risk from nuclear war beyond just regular anti-proliferation efforts — even a Russian specialist from the RAND Corporation is surprised by how much public outrage is driving policy:


Even just the pace of the sanctions: we went to 11 out of 10 in like two days — farther than many expected we’d ever get in short order. And I think the same is true about these military assistance initiatives. We’re just trying to do something because there’s a public demand for action. So that’s what worries me, that the sort of public outrage that’s being channeled in Western democracies through political systems could result in decisions that prove ultimately unwise.



Despite how odd it is that some wars are “legal” while others aren’t, we should be glad UNSC exists as much as everyone laughs at how useless the rest of the UN is. All is fair in love and war, but international norms is all that stands between us and nuclear annihilation. It is hard to emphasise just how delusional it is for the public to fixate on no-fly zones — I, like Scott, am surprised we’re still capable of jingoism.

80,000 Hours has updated their top career recommendations to include China specialist to improve China-Western coordination on global catastrophic risk, which seems more important after reading how irrational and captured the American foreign policy apparatus is. As Hanania writes, “great power competition” is an anachronism. If Ukraine is the first war warped by hyperreality, it won’t be the last. Now that US foreign policy elites have driven Putin into the arms of China, let’s hope IR specialists can imbibe the public choice model instead of antagonising yet another nuclear rival.

Public Choice Theory and the Illusion of Grand Strategy is an important work because it raises the sanity waterline, which at the least should make us stop killing millions for no reason, and at the most should make the human race more knowledgeable of how to prevent total extinction from nuclear armageddon. Pax Americana is dead, but a multipolar world will be more humane.


Notes


[1]

In the fiscal year 2018, the top five government contractors were all weapons manufacturers, with Lockheed Martin in first place at $40.6 billion. The Department of Defence spent $358 billion on contracting, ten times higher than second place Department of Energy. Collective action problems that stop a bunch of smaller companies from effectively influencing policy are no hindrance for companies like Lockheed Martin.



[2]

It is a universal feature of the American government that substantial federal agencies do not shrink — even Ronald Reagan, the president most opposed to an expansive federal government since Coolidge, failed to see any reduction in spending.



[3]

Foreign governments can be direct beneficiaries of American foreign policy as the US defends and overthrows countries, and provides material and economic aid; indirectly the US controls American weapons sales, aid, and diplomatic support for states to head off domestic rivals. Dictatorships, in particular, act more like unitary actors as their existential question relies on their ruling territories, not elections.



[4]

Pax Americana had been so strong that even American ice-cream companies have foriegn policy priorities — Ben & Jerry's thinks NATO should chill a little over Ukraine.








Rationality: What It Is, Why It Seems Scarce, Why It Matters by Steven Pinker

Steven Pinker's Rationality Versus Western Philosophy

Rationality is Pinker's third book that touches on politics, which makes him a rare breed: a politically moderate political writer.  I know he's a moderate, because everybody hates him[1].  But he's also a professor at Harvard, so Penguin is legally obligated to publish anything he writes anyway.  He has a political bias.  But I'm not gonna talk about that.  Half of you would think he was biased the other way and quit reading in disgust, and it's irrelevant anyway, except to show that even people writing books about how to avoid bias are biased.

About 80% of Rationality consists of examples and psychological experiments to explain common errors, biases, fallacies, and coordination problems; or introductions to probability, Bayesian reasoning, game theory, and correlations.  You could have found these in Nisbett, Kahneman, Tversky, Thaler, Tetlock, and Hanson, or on LessWrong.  But now you don't have to; it's here in one book, in a simple conversational style, with plenty of friendly, minimalist diagrams for the math-perplexed.[2].  I'm not going to enumerate them, because there's not much point in enumerating biases without explaining them, and to explain them would be to rewrite Rationality.

Pinker brackets the logic-chopping with ecological rationality, saying people aren't as stupid as these failings suggest.  Replication experiments show that people perform better at many of these tasks if the logic problem is restated in a form in which it might appear in everyday life.

Whether training can reduce bias is controversial.  Pinker says it can (chapter 10), but punts the argument to others in footnote 84, which says simply: "Bond 2009; Hoffrage, Lindsey, et al. 2000; Lilienfeld, Ammirati, & Landfield 2009; Mellers, Ungar, et al. 2014; Morewedge, Yoon, et al. 2015; Willingham 2007."

Pinker brings in important points not often found in the rationality community: the correct Bayesian reasoning of San hunter-gatherers (chapter 1); communal outrage, the ontology of classical versus real-world categories, and neural-network pattern association (chapter 3); mythological "belief", and the human default to essentialist metaphysics (chapter 10); and the factuality of human progress (a brief recap of Enlightenment Now! in chapter 11; also in chapter 2).  This is another 10% of the book.

Doesn't sound very political, does it?  But it is.  The picture above is set within a framing story of American politics, whose spectre haunts every chapter.  But the the picture is loose in that frame.  Biases, fallacies, and game theory can't explain why people believe in Q-Anon or don't believe in sex, refuse to take a Covid-19 vaccine, think global warming is an existential risk yet fight against nuclear power, or don't trust the media or the universities; or why the gun shops near my town now have almost nothing but AR-15s.  Every American agrees that half of America has gone crazy; they just disagree about which half. [3]  The message they'll hear in Rationality is, "America could be one big happy family, if only the <insert your political opponents here> could learn to think straight."  Which is the kind of thinking that got us into this mess.

Rationality is Not the Solution

I'm not saying that reason couldn't cure our politics.  But it's like saying we could solve the housing crisis in Mariupol by building more houses, without noticing the Russian army is still lobbing artillery shells.  Rationality indexes 186 references to biases and fallacies, yet none of these appear: Dionysius, Diogenes, Tertullian, pseudo-Dionysius, Rousseau, Goethe, Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, Romanticism, William Blake, Pope Pius IX, Stéphane Mallarmé, Nietzsche, Wilhelm Dilthey, Henri Bergson, Alfred Jarry, Guillaume Apollinaire, Henri Rousseau[4], Husserl, phenomenology, Pope Pius X, Lebensphilosophie, continental philosophy, Gertrude Stein, dada, Heidegger, Hitler, Adorno, Horkheimer, existentialism, Jackson Pollock, Samuel Beckett, Derrida, Kuhn, Feyerabend.[5]

The problem isn't people trying to reason but falling prey to biases.  The problem is that reason has been under constant attack since the Axial Age.  Worse, most of our greatest intellectuals have been leaders in the attack[6].  Anyone fighting unreason must first notice that it isn't a grass-roots movement; the worst of it comes from the top down.  Think Catholicism, communism, and post-modernism.   Think the École normale supérieure Paris and the Harvard Puritans.  Nazism eventually had considerable grass-roots support, but even it was based on pre-existing systems, including the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, the aesthetics of Wagner (Waite 1977 p. 67; Ross 2020), and the tactics of the Marxists (Hitler 1926, throughout).  German intellectuals had been planting its seeds for centuries.[7]

The kind of irrationality that leads people to buy too much insurance, I can live with.  It's the kind that sends jackboots stomping across Europe I have a problem with.  Pinker doesn't recognize that that kind of irrationality isn't caused by bad reasoning; it's caused by bad systems of reasoning.  They don't start with somebody forgetting to account for regression to the mean, but with myths and rationalizations made by very smart people.  Any fool can say something dumb, but it takes a genius to say things this stupid with a straight face:


	If a friend is hiding in your house from a murderer, and the murderer knocks on your door and asks you if your friend is inside, you should say "Yes" (Kant 1797).

	Alchemy or astrology are just as legitimate as modern Western science (Spengler 1922/1926 p. 381-382, de Solla Price 1976 lecture 5, Newman & Grafton 2001 p. 5-12, Whitney 2004 p. 33).

	The Catholic Church achieved complete harmony between faith and reason in the Middle Ages (St. Aquinas, Sorokin 1937-41/1957 vol. 2 chpt. 1, Williams 2007 lecture 1).

	Art is dead (Heine 1828, Adorno, Baudrillard, too many others to list).

	Science doesn't make progress (Kuhn 1962, fight me).

	The Renaissance was indistinguishable from the Middle Ages (de Solla Price 1976; le Goff 1985 p. 1-23; Shiner 1990 p. 33, 35-37; Hannam 2009).

	Words can never signify or communicate meanings (Plato's "Meno", Derrida 1967, Foucault 1969).

	Originality is impossible (Barthes 1968, 1971)[8].

	An original author can say nothing false (Foucault 1969)[9].

	The meaning of a text comes from its readers (Fish 1980).

	Auschwitz can be blamed on liberal humanism (Lyotard 1986 p. 1467).

	TV shows about the Holocaust are worse than the Holocaust itself (Baudrillard 1984 p. 23-25).

	To promote anti-racist health equity, we must ban menthol cigarettes, because blacks[10] like them (Biden 2021).[11]

	To fight racism, we must allow government agencies to teach "that one race or sex is inherently superior to another"; "that an individual, by virtue of his or her race or sex, is inherently racist, sexist, or oppressive"; "that an individual should be discriminated against or receive adverse treatment solely or partly because of his or her race or sex"; "that an individual's moral character is necessarily determined by his or her race or sex"; and that some people "should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or … psychological distress on account of his or her race or sex" (Biden 2021[12])



Most of these people were philosophers.  Rationality changed my mind in a way that dozens of other books tried to and failed:  It convinced me that philosophy isn't completely useless, by showing how far astray even someone as smart as Steven Pinker could go by dismissing it.

(In defense of Dr. Pinker, it's unreasonable to expect him to have done otherwise.  It isn't that philosophy can get us out of this mess; it's that philosophy got us into this mess.  Most philosophy is useful only in the way that Mein Kampf is: to help us figure out how large groups of people can go so horribly wrong, and notice if people are doing the same thing again.)

Obviously, Pinker couldn't deal with all these people in one book.  But he should try to figure out what they have in common, and why some consciously rebel against reason.  He's aware of them; he just doesn't take them seriously, because in his world, they're obviously wrong.  (See "Locker Room Talk".)  He dismisses all arguments against reason in chapter 2, "Reasons for Reason", arguing that one can't give reasons to reject reason, because one must use reason to do so.

I've said this myself, but it's wrong.  It's correct that,  to prove something logically, you must presume as a hypothesis that logic works.  But in a proof by contradiction, you disprove and discard your hypothesis.  Given a set of axioms which contains just one inconsistency, you can prove any arbitrary proposition.[13]  If a logic can derive a contradiction for any set of axioms, the logic itself is inconsistent and unusable[14].  So a logic can prove itself useless.  That's what the champions of unreason believe they've done with any mathematics applied to the real world, or with logic that operates over any statements expressed in human language.  They're all wrong, either in their conclusions, or the implications they draw from them.  What's interesting is why they're wrong.  It's always the same reason.

More disconcertingly, some of them may be right on a deeper level.  Pinker gets near this in chapter 2 when he writes of situations when irrationality can be advantageous.  I'll get back to this at the end of this essay.

Argument by Redefinition

"The question is," said Alice, "whether you can make words mean so many different things." – Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland

On Oct. 21, 2018, the New York Times published two-and-a-half sentences from a memo allegedly circulated in the Department of Health and Human Services:

[quote]

The department argued in its memo that key government agencies needed to adopt an explicit and uniform definition of gender as determined “on a biological basis that is clear, grounded in science, objective and administrable.” The agency’s proposed definition would define sex as either male or female, unchangeable, and determined by the genitals that a person is born with, according to a draft reviewed by The Times. Any dispute about one’s sex would have to be clarified using genetic testing.

The section quoted from the memo used the word "sex"; the Times said the memo was talking about "gender".  The debate about the memo was over its applicability to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972, which both use only the word "sex".

What followed was a bizarre non-argument between media outlets, gender activists, religious groups, and scientific organizations, with the first two saying the memo was about "gender", and last two saying it was about "sex".  The real issue was whether the protected status given to sex should be extended to gender identity.  But in 50 news articles I read about it at the time[15], not one word was uttered about that.  The battle was fought solely by spewing irrelevant words whose only purpose was to subconsciously instill a preference for the word "gender" or "sex".

It reminded me of the 3-century-long war between Arian and Nicean Christians (500-800 CE), which destroyed the Western Roman Empire and cast western Europe into its Dark Age.  Here’s a map of Europe in 500 CE[16], with diagonal white stripes across the Nicene territories and horizontal black stripes across the Arian territories:
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And here’s a map with diagonal white stripes across the kingdoms that survived into the 9th century, and horizontal black stripes across the kingdoms that were conquered, enslaved, dispersed, or exterminated:
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The wars were allegedly over a distinction between the metaphysical Greek words homoiousios and homoousios, in an age when only a handful of scholars knew Greek.  Not one person who died in those wars could have explained what they were officially fighting about.

Fighting over what words mean is common in politics and philosophy.


	
In 431 BCE, Pericles said, in his famous funeral oration in Athens, that democracy required every citizen to participate in politics, saying, "We do not say that a man who takes no interest in public affairs is a man who minds his own business. We say he has no business being here at all."  In 380 BCE, Plato responded in Republic by redefining dikaisyne (custom, righteous judgement) to mean a society in which "every man minds his own business", by which he meant not participating in politics.



	
St. Paul redefined the Greek word pistes (translated "faith") from meaning "having a certain proof of something" to "believing something without any evidence".[17]



	
Platonists have always translated dikaisyne into English as "justice", rather than as "righteousness" (as the New Testament does), or as "custom", in order to associate totalitarianism with justice rather than with tradition and religious fervor.



	
Humanists define "freedom" as freedom to do things: to own property, to sell your property or your labor, and to say what you want.  Marxists define "freedom" as freedom from things, especially poverty and hunger.


	The Marxists got the last word by perversely defining "freedom to do things" as negative freedom, and "freedom from want" as positive freedom.





	
Hegel defined "freedom" as "complete subservience to an authoritarian state", arguing that freedom was the ability to accomplish things, which individual could do only as members of the state.


	This was what the Nazis (who were Hegelians) meant by "Arbeit macht free".

	This is what Orwell was making fun of in 1984 with "Freedom is Slavery".





	
The French Revolution, Marxism, and the social justice movement defined "equality" as "equal outcome" rather than "equal opportunity" or "equality before the law".



	
The anti-racist movement calls treating people the same regardless of their race "racism".





Usually, when someone wants to say something that won't go over very well, like "freedom is bad" or "racism is good", they redefine a word so as to express their conclusion in the traditionally-accepted language.  As (Popper 1945/1966) pointed out, falling for this is stupid.  If you believe that vegemite is delicious, and then somebody explains to you that what you've been eating is not vegemite, but apple butter, and that vegemite is actually fermented yeast, you should re-evaluate your belief that vegemite is delicious.  We should take at least as much care with our beliefs about things like "freedom" and "racism".

This process of argument by redefinition has been going on for so long that the languages of the two cultures, the humanities and the sciences, have diverged.  This linguistic divide cuts across languages.  "Civilization", in German, English, and French, is good to empiricists and economists, but bad to continental philosophers (Botz-Bornstein 2012[18]).  And like Republicans and Democrats, the two cultures have evolved, perhaps more by random symmetry-breaking than by logical consistency, to hold opposite beliefs, even while continuing to proclaim their commitment to the very same value-expressing sentences.

Pinker is trying to argue across this gap without knowing it.  To see the confusion that results, let's look at some dictionaries:

The Scientist's Dictionary*

Belief: A proposition which so far seems, in my estimation, to give mostly correct results to those who use it

Justified:


	A property that a hypothesis about the real (natural) world has, if a random sample of experimental data has validated it in a statistical significance test with a p-value < 0.05

	A property that an expectation has if it reduces the entropy of subsequent real (natural)-world experimental tests

	Based on observation of the world or inference from some other true belief (Pinker 2021, chapter 2, "Reasons for Reason")



Real:


	Something detectable by sensory observations, not restricting "sensory" to the human senses, but to anything that can be mediated, by other real things, into a signal expressible to the human senses.

	A reliable statistical correlation in such observations



Realism: Paying attention to all the dirty details of the real (natural) world (Pinker 2021, chapter 10, "Two Kinds of Belief")

Science: What you get when you abandon the childish demand for logical certainty, and trust your fallible observations more than your rational conclusions

True: See Justified.

The Humanities Dictionary**

Belief:


	A proposition which I claim is eternally, universally, and necessarily true (classic Idealism)

	A myth that binds my society together

	A leap of faith (Kierkegaard)

	A value I choose for no other reason than to make a choice (Nietzsche, Sartre)



Justified:


	Proven formally using logic

	Demanded by the present circumstances



Real: Existing beyond time and space, changeless and eternal, like the integers.

Realism: Ignoring all the dirty details of the natural world, and thinking only about the Real world, which is abstract and transcendental (spiritual).

Science:


	The faith in rational proof, combined with a set of unquestionable axioms, to arrive at absolutely certain conclusions.

	A body of knowledge: the science of war, the science of medicine.[19]  Distinguished from "art" in that "art" refers to technique, craft, or engineering, whereas "science" refers to deductive knowledge.



True:


	Of an abstract fact about the Real (transcendental, spiritual) world, the property of being necessarily true in every context, in every place, and at all times

	Conformant with personal lived experience



[* Not a real dictionary.]

[** A Real(TM) dictionary, which exists outside of space and time.  Earthly instantiations of it are subject to change.]

So a scientist and a philosopher can both agree that knowledge is justified true belief (Pinker 2021, chapter 2, "Reasons for Reason"); but they have different definitions of "justified", "true", and "belief".

Mimics
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Words have also been confused by attempts to smuggle philosophy into religion (Christianity[20]; the Universalist Church), science into religion (Auguste Comte's Religion of Humanity), politics into religion (the French Revolution's Cult of the Supreme Being), religion into philosophy (e.g., Hegel), religion into science (Naturphilosophie; vitalism), or politics into science (Marxism; Critical Theory).[21]  Many belief systems fly under false flags.  As in the animal world, weak ones are more likely to survive when they mimic something else.


	Marx meant it when he said Marxism was scientific.  But he thought "scientific" meant "the use of dialectic to find universal laws that make infallible predictions about future events" (Holloway 2002, chapter 7, "The Tradition of Scientific Marxism").

	Later Marxists insisted that Marxism was so incompatible with philosophy that they need not bother arguing with philosophers (Rockmore 1992, chapter 1).[22].

	Engels claimed that non-Marxist forms of thought are ideological, while Marxism is not (Rockmore 1992 chapter 1 p. 15).

	Phenomenology is a subjective epistemology based on introspection about self-consciousness, whose most well-known practitioners, Husserl and Heidegger, both denied it was metaphysical (Wolin 2015[23]).  Husserl called it "science".  Heidegger hilariously attacked "metaphysics" for distracting people from studying the nature of Being (Flynn 2006 p. 51, 54, 108; Beiner chapter 2, throughout).

	19th-century vitalism, the claim that what distinguishes life from non-life is some non-physical element, was a last-ditch attempt to deny that life could be explained as mechanism, by smuggling Aristotle's metaphysical concept of the soul into science under the name "entelechy" (Lillie 1914).  The most famous contemporary philosopher-of-mind, John Searle, still believes in vitalism.

	An influential sociology books arguing that reality is socially-constructed says that "our purpose is not to engage in philosophy" (Berger & Luckmann 1966, part 1, chapter 1, section 1).[24]



Nominalism prevents incommensurability

Thomas Kuhn's infamous Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) used a lemma saying that adherents of competing theories ("paradigms") are unable to understand each other, because they use the same words to mean different things.  Kuhn called that incommensurability.  Scientists seldom take it seriously, because science is never like that.  The greatest paradigm difference ever among empirical scientists was between the particle and wave theories of optics, whose ontologies didn't share a single term.  But neither they, nor the proponents of geocentricism and heliocentrism, had difficulty understanding each other.

This is because scientists, as empiricists, believe in nominalism (which also doesn't appear in Pinker's book). Nominalism is a theory of how words mean.  It has a long history, yet most philosophers today–even philosophers of science–don't understand it[25].  The best explanation I've heard is in (Popper 1945/1966)[26].  Rather than get into the weeds about universals and particulars, I'll summarize nominalism as developing into, or being superseded by, Einstein's operationalization.

Say you want to test whether artificial food coloring causes hyperactivity in kids.  So you're going to give a bunch of kids cookies with or without food coloring, and see how hyperactive they get.  To compare results with other scientists, you both must measure hyperactivity the same way.  So you make a list of behaviors to count, like: Getting out of a chair.  Having both feet off the ground simultaneously.  Running.[27]

Now instead of talking about hyperactivity, you talk about the "global hyperactivity aggregate" (Stevenson 2010 p. 1110) or the "hyperactivity and impulsivity score" (APA 2013 p. 60), which can be measured numerically.  It isn't a "real thing in the world", but a shorthand for the processes someone must use to make their measurements comparable to yours.  You hope it's a good proxy for whatever it is people mean to talk about when they talk about hyperactivity.

19th-century physicists united the observations which produced Dalton's chemical law of multiple proportions (the content of elements in compounds differ by ratios of small whole numbers), the periodic table of the elements, and the kinetic theory of gases (that they consist of tiny indestructible particles bouncing around), to define a concept.  They gave it the name "atom", drawn from ancient Greek theories which also posited that matter is composed of tiny indestructible particles.  Some of these physicsts thought atoms were real things; others thought they were just theoretical abstractions.  They argued about this sometimes, but they were still able to understand each others' experiments.

But in the humanities, incommensurability is common.  The Stoics and the Christians couldn't understand the Skeptics (Johnson 2008) or the Epicureans (Hale 2006); Marxists can't understand economists; and everyone in the humanities ever couldn't understand Einstein[28].  This is partly because they're not nominalists.  But I think there's more to it than that.

Enlightenment and Pseudo-Enlightenment

Learning from slander

Let's look at cases where people with certain views consistently misunderstand people with certain other views.  Skepticism began in ancient Greece.  Many Greek and Roman philosophers dismissed skeptics for saying that "it is impossible to know anything" (e.g., Numenius (2nd century CE), Cicero (106-43 BCE) (Johnson 2008)).

Johnson (2008 p. 4-5) shows that Arcesilaus (315-240 BCE), the skeptic Numenius and Cicero were writing about, was arguing against the Stoic theory of knowledge using Stoic terminology.  The Stoics claimed that "knowledge is a firmly grasped presentation that cannot be shaken or reversed by argument" (Cicero, Academica, cited in Johnson 2008 p. 4).  Stoic epistemology said that knowledge comes through the senses, but that some "graspable" sense perceptions are entirely reliable and can be the basis of certain knowledge.  When Arcesilaus said nothing can be known, he meant "known" in the Stoic sense of being 100% certain.

Plato defined the philosophical terms for certain and uncertain knowledge in Republic, which are rendered respectively as "knowledge" and "opinion" in English.  Johnson (2008 p. 5) summarizes another argument against Stoic epistemology, by the skeptic Sextus Empiricus (late 2nd century CE) in Against the Mathematicians:


	Everything is ungraspable because there is no criterion of knowledge [no way of knowing which sense impressions are complete and infallible]

	If the wise man assents to anything, he will [also] assent to the ungraspable

	Assent [the expression of approval] to the ungraspable is [mere] opinion

	The wise man does not opine, so the wise man will not assent to anything

	Refusal to give [verbalize] assent is the suspension of judgment

	Therefore, the wise man suspends judgment



It doesn't say the wise man has no opinions.  It says he doesn't verbalize them.  This is still extreme, but at least it lets Diogenes find his way back to his barrel at night instead of convincing himself that he doesn't know where it is.  Besides, we know that Sextus Empiricus believed in learning and in practical knowledge, because he was of the empirical school of medicine (hence the moniker "Empiricus"), which taught learning from experience.  He even verbalized his opinions:  Sextus argued against the rational school of medicine, which followed the dictums of ancient authorities and the rational 4-humours theory (Handelsman 1938 p. 330).

Classical thinkers misunderstood the skeptics because they were uninterested in the middle ground between complete uncertainty and absolute certainty.  "Mere opinion" might be good enough for craftsmen and slaves, but not for philosophers.  Up to the time of Hume, philosophers never extended the word "knowledge" to include uncertain or impermanent facts.  They couldn't represent the partial set membership, probabilistic set membership, or family resemblances Pinker wrote about in chapter 3.

Now consider the traditional slander of utilitarians as being "hedonistic" and "selfish".  Without going into quotations and citations, it has three main causes:


	Definitions of utilitarianism as "maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain" are interpreted as immoral by theologians who believe sensual pleasure is inherently sinful.

	The theological belief that humans are naturally evil, and desire only sinful, selfish pleasure.

	Association of utilitarianism with the "rational self-interest" of rational choice theory, which Pinker defends correctly but a little misleadingly in chapter 6.  He notes that it isn't a theory of how humans choose or ought to choose, without noting that choice theory does require the agents to be selfish.  The invisible hand doesn't work if everybody's trying to be nice to each other, much as stop signs don't work in Iowa when everybody waits to let the other fellow go first.



If a utilitarian objects that her utility function values the happiness of other people, a curmudgeonly theologian can only interpret that as meaning that she's restraining her own selfish wants with the help of religious belief.  He equates "desire" with eros (lust), and you can't lust for good things to happen to other people.  So his case frame for "desire" won't let him store the sentence "I desire your happiness" in memory.

Cognition as compression

Brains compress sensory information by learning to categorize stimuli (Wolff 1999, Maguire 2016).  The categories learned aren't usually genetically hard-wired; they depend on the environment.  In learning them, brains must do what all lossy compression algorithms do: throw away the least-important information.

One general-purpose lossy compression algorithm is Principal Component Analysis (PCA).  This is a dimension-reduction algorithm, meaning it takes in points in a high-dimensional space and converts them into points in a lower-dimensional space.  Suppose you work at a ski resort, and you need to remember what kind of ski people want to rent.  You have kids' skis and adults' skis.  You only know 2 things about each ski: its length and width.

Now suppose your brain uses PCA to compress that information about the skis.  It figures out that skis that are narrow (kids' skis) are also short, while skis that are wide (adults' skis) are also long.  So it adds up the length and the width of each ski, and stores just that 1 number (call it a "size"), instead of remembering 2 numbers.  That's dimensionality reduction.

Then you go to another ski resort, which doesn't have kid's skis, but has adult downhill and cross-country skies.  The cross-country skies are long and narrow.  In fact, they're just long enough that, when your brain adds up the (normalized) width and length using its old PCA training to get a "size", the downhill skis are the same "size" as the cross-country skis.

But (to stretch the analogy, because we're interested in abstract thoughts, which you can't just "look at") all this is subconscious, because your conscious mind is way too tiny and dumb to do PCA.  Your brain just tells your conscious mind the "size".  So you can't even tell that there are 2 different kinds of skis at this other place.  They now all look the same size to you.  What (Kuhn 1962) calls the "paradigm" of a theory is, in this model, the dimensions that PCA constructs at a particular ski resort.

I think something like this is what's going on in genuine incommensurability.[29]

Enlightenment is reversible; pseudo-enlightenment is one-way

Recently a friend wrote to me about the transitions she's seen, in acquaintainces and in herself, from mistake theory to conflict theory.  She didn't know of a single case of anyone making the opposite transition, from conflict theory to mistake theory.

I think the one-way aspect of this transition is a more-general phenomenon.  When people speak of being enlightened by Zen[30], est, McLuhan, LSD, or Foucault, they often describe it as suddenly coming to understand many disparate things.  They may at the same time describe it as initiation into a mystery.

Compare them to clear instances of true enlightenment: the moment when one first grasps infinitesimal calculus or relativity theory.  Neither of these enlightenments suddenly make all sorts of things clear.  Their further implications unroll over the course of a lifetime.  They don't answer old questions; they raise new ones, and give you tools to work them out for yourself.  They never create mystery; they dispel it.  They make the world more complex, not simpler.

I think (a little arrogantly) that the first kind of "enlightenments" are pseudo-enlightenments like conflict theory, which aren't ways to see more, but ways to see less.  They train your brain to throw certain features away before they reach your consciousness, or to ignore certain possibilities, making the world look simpler, but also making things that don't fit the new model incomprehensible and mysterious.  In the "fullest" such enlightenments, people buy so completely into the new over-simplification that they see no mystery, because they no longer notice what they've simplified away.

Take the Buddhist doctrine of emptiness.[31]  I interpret it as involving the recognition, also found in Hinduism, Heraclitus (c. 535-475 BCE), some Borges stories[32], and post-modernism, that concepts, things, and people aren't as clearly-delineated or as constant as words imply they are, so that (to take a key example) the concept "I" is slippery and problematic.  There is no "I", if by that one means the constant "I" of logocentric rationalism.  But to go to the opposite extreme and say "there is no 'I' ", unbracketed by reference to a rationalist vocabulary, is just to substitute one radical over-simplification for another.

Take the Marxist-in-the-street habit of speaking without logical quantifiers, saying "X are Y" ("capitalists are parasites", "property is theft", "the government is corrupt").  This automatically generates motte-and-bailey arguments, in which the speaker draws radical conclusions using the reading "all X are Y", claims he meant "some X are Y" if challenged, then immediately uses "all X are Y" again in his reasoning.  They can interpret quantifiers if the sentence is written down on paper, but can't remember them for more than a few seconds.

Hatred of GMOs, nuclear power, and Jews share a common over-simplification: the concept of purity.  Purity was what the ancient world had instead of germ theory, and sometimes it worked.  It held that "one rotten apple spoils the barrel" applied not just to fungus and disease, but to morality, race, virginity, and community.  Nuclear power plants aren't seen as a calculable risk, but as an aberration, an affront to nature.  Don't reason about how many Jews or nuclear power plants you should have; get rid of them all!

The only pseudo-enlightenments which survive and propagate are those which produce a closed, self-consistent system of thought.  They delegitimate all of the sources of information which could be used to detect their vacuousness.  Religious people can use the "god of the gaps" to provide an explanation for literally anything they don't understand, while criticizing science as inadequate for admitting that it has no explanation, as the vitalist biologist Driesch did (Lillie 1914 p. 842).  Critical race theory prohibits inquiries into the causes or the existence of racial outcome disparity using its own god of the gaps, "structural racism".  Marxism dismisses competing ideas as "ideology" and "bourgeois philosophy".

Pseudo-enlightenment always locks one into a smaller, simpler, self-consistent view of the world.  That's why it's usually irreversible.  The box is constructed so that the tools you need to escape the box are outside the box.

Worldview Differences

Linearity and non-linearity

In chapter 3, under "Logical Computation versus", Pinker makes a small mistake whose significance is not immediately obvious.  He wrote,


After hundreds of thousands of training examples, the connection weights settle into the best values, and the networks can get pretty good at classifying things.
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But that’s true only when the input features indicate the output categories in a linear, more-is-better, add-’em-up way. It works for categories where the whole is the (weighted) sum of its parts, but it fails when a category is defined by tradeoffs, sweet spots, winning combinations, poison pills, deal-killers, perfect storms, or too much of a good thing. Even the simple logical connector xor (exclusive or), “x or y but not both,” is beyond the powers of a two-layer neural network, because x-ness has to boost the output, and y-ness has to boost the output, but in combination they have to squelch it. …

The problem may be tamed by inserting a “hidden” layer of neurons between the input and the output, as shown on the next page. This changes the network from a stimulus-response creature to one with internal representations—concepts, if you will.
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The bolded text shows that Pinker is talking only about perceptrons with linear transfer functions.  The transfer function is the function each neuron computes – the output it produces in response to an input vector.  Given the input <x1, x2, … xn>, a linear transfer function can only output a signal of the form c__1__x__1 + c__2__x__2 + … + c__n__x__n.  If you stack another layer after it, each node in that layer outputs a linear combination of those signals, which… is again of the form c__1__x__1 + c__2__x__2 + … + c__n__x__n.  So a 3-layer linear perceptron still can't compute any non-linear function.  Nor can an N-layer linear perceptron, for any N.

To learn the XOR function, the network does (IIRC) need at least 3 layers.  But also, it must use a non-linear transfer function like the sigmoid function.  This is terribly important; or rather, non-linearity is terribly important.

"Common sense" assumes linearity.  People with no mathematical training are generally incapable of reasoning consciously in terms of non-linear functions, as Pinker demonstrates with the "patch of weed" problem in "Three Simple Math Problems" and diminishing marginal utility in "How Useful is Utility?"  Yet they may use non-linear functions unconsciously, as he shows for exponential and hyperbolic discounting in "Conflict among Time Frames", and our "squirrelly sense of gains and losses" in "Violating the Axioms".  The non-linear normal distribution, which he shows in "Signals and Noise", is also important in everyday life, but foreign to people with no mathematical skills.

Aristotle's classification of political systems in the Politics doesn't make distinctions based on mechanisms like voting, laws, or checks and balances; it classifies them according to what kind of people rule.  Aristotle takes the properties of a polity to be the sum of the properties of its rulers.  Political mechanisms involve non-linear interactions, like the step function between passing and not passing a bill in Congress, or the three-body interactions of the three branches of American government.

I believe that unreason lies less in biases and fallacies than in a lack of certain mental abilities, including the ability to reason using non-linear functions.  I consider these abilities to be part of a person's metaphysics.  Maybe that's not kosher.  The normal distribution isn't spiritual, but neither is it physical.  It's like what Plato's Forms were supposed to be – a universal, timeless, perfect abstraction, which things on earth crudely approximate.  But the material world doesn't emanate from it; it emanates from the coalescing of uncountable individual material events.  Metaphysical concepts like "soul" and "causality" are the building blocks one can use to build pictures and theories of reality, and the normal distribution operates very much like those – with the difference of being well-defined and understandable.

Order versus chaos

One of the first concepts humanity invented was that of order versus chaos.  It features in an astonishing number of creation myths, in which the universe begins in chaos, and some god divides the light from the dark, the earth from the waters, or otherwise brings order to the world.

The ancients saw their only political choice as being between order and chaos.  They believed, for the most part, that societies were either governed from the top-down, or chaotic.  This may be why Aristotle, in his Politics, said that democracies collapsed into tyrannies, even though the history of his own city, Athens, had a history of tyrannies leading to democracy, and no history AFAIK of democracy ever collapsing into tyranny (only of Athenian democracy twice being overthrown by conspiring aristocrats).  Democracy was very hard to reconcile with the order good  / chaos bad dichotomy.

But in the 1990s, we replaced Order / Chaos with a tripartite system: Randomness / Chaos / Order.  Chaos, in the mathematical sense, is a narrow zone in between the consuming fire of randomness and the icy stasis of order.  Chaos is where life exists.  All self-organizing systems, including life, brains, and economies, have chaos at their computational hearts. (Langton et al. 1992; Kauffman 1993; Bak 1996)

The ancients, in striving to avoid chaos at all costs, fought against every one of the changes that led to the Enlightenment.  Their intellectual children are still fighting it now.  The Enlightenment could be described as learning how to profit from chaos.  It couldn't take place until after the necessary infrastructure was in place: roads, private property, money, literacy, mail, uniform weights & measure, legal codes, tort law, banks, corporations, insurance, and especially freedom of speech.  These greased the wheels of intellectual and material commerce, so that people and organizations could adapt quickly enough to chaotic change, and to each other, to enable the analog of the mechanisms by which physical systems that self-organize to the edge of chaos, do so.

Old versus new

Scientists look to the most-recent work in a field as the best.  They don't study people, but ideas, so they seldom bother studying the writings of a field's founders, which quickly become outdated.

In classics and the humanities, many people are inclined to look to the oldest as the best.  Philosophers are likely to dismiss the observation that science is not about obtaining absolute certainty by pointing to Newton, or Leibniz, or even Aristotle, transitional figures who did some things that could be called "science", and much that could only be called "metaphysics" or "religion".

Science believes in evolution, a process by which complexity develops over time.  In philosophy, evolution is the domain of irrationalists like Nietzsche.  Classically, and in mythology before the classical period, the assumption was always that everything ran downhill, from creation to the present day, as in the ages of man of Hesiod and Ovid.

This is also a result of the linearity assumption.  The development in time of a dynamic system can be described by some function of many variables, giving an energy-minimization surface.  If the function is linear, that surface can only be a hyperplane, and a ball dropped on that surface can only roll downhill forever.  Put differently, evolution requires non-equilibrium dynamics, a situation where the dissipation of energy (the ball rolling downhill) is tapped and used to push other things uphill.  This requires non-linear interactions.  A dynamic system that's described by a linear equation has nowhere to go but down, like everything in the neo-Platonist or Christian worldview runs downhill from God in the Great Chain of Being, like Tolkien's world slowly degenerates through the ages from noble to base.[34]

Originality and creativity

Plato's theory of Forms says that there is no such thing as an original concept or an original invention, because all concepts and all objects have an eternal Form, which exists outside of time.  Plato's Meno says there's no such thing as an original idea.  And, sure, Plato is basically the founder of Western Civilization, but I'd just taken it for granted that people had figured out pretty quickly that they could invent things.

So I was stunned when I read in Baudelaire (1859 part 4) an explication of the idea that "nature is only a dictionary."  That meant that "copying from nature" doesn't mean copying scenes from nature, but treating your knowledge of the world as a dictionary, giving many different isolated concepts which must be combined in a new way to say anything meaningful.  "Copying from nature" in the sense that Plato meant it would be like copying out the dictionary.  Baudelaire was saying that writers could write about things they had never seen nor heard of.

I wasn't stunned because I thought this was an original idea; I was stunned because I thought it was so obvious that it couldn't even be said to be an idea.  But the odd thing was, I’d just read 2,000 years' worth of earlier essays on art and literature, and none of it included that idea.  In fact, Western academia took this idea seriously only twice in the history of the world that I know of: in the Hellenistic era (323-31 BCE, the part of antiquity that classics scholars ignore); and again between about 1820 and 1900.[35]

I used Google n-grams to look at the usage over time of the word “creative” from 1600-1900.
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Looking at all usages from 1600-1647, and the first 10 from 1650-1700, I found not a single one claiming humans could be creative.

The word "innovation" showed up in English in the 1540s, which did mean to propose a novel idea.  But "innovation" wasn't creation; rather, it was error, and sinful presumption.  Theologians reserved the privilege of creation to God.  St. Bonaventure (1260/1610 p. 46) used "innovate" to describe the invention of new sexual sins.  St. Augustine (Eco 1959/1986 p. 108), St. Aquinas (1270-1273), G.K. Chesterton (1931/2012 p. 82), and C.S. Lewis (1939/1967 chapter 1 p. 6-7) all insisted that human creativity was impossible.[36]   I failed to find a single text before Shakespeare in which human creativity and innovation were admired rather than condemned as impious or disloyal.  There was even an argument in the Irish Parliament when Henry Grattan rebuked a representative who slandered his bill as being an "innovation", claiming that his bill was merely restoring things to their former state:


It is an abuse of terms to call improvement innovation.  Salutary alteratives which amend the debilitated constitution are justly termed restoratives.  (Bingley 1799, “Extract from the debates of the Irish House of Commons, Thursday, Feb.  14, 1788, On Tythes,” p.  43, recounting the words of Henry Grattan)



This is why there was no distinction between artists and craftsmen in the middle ages (Huizinga p. 246-7, Eco 1959/1986 p. 93).  Neither were thought to be original.

Creativity was rediscovered in the early 19th century, by chemists discovering that elements could be combined to form substances which had properties not present in the original elements (Macvicar 1833, "On the forms and structure of the molecules of bodies", p. 123).  But it soon came under heavy attack, first from modern artists, then from post-modernist philosophers (Barthes 1969, 1971; Fish 1980).  Even Ezra Pound didn't support creativity; when he said "Make it New!", he meant "Re-make it anew!"  All he and the writers he approved of ever did was re-work, or allude to, old myths and poems.

Dichotomies

Order versus chaos is a classical dichotomy, which assumes that the proposition "X is orderly" has a Boolean truth-value for any X.  The belief that our only choices were order or chaos kept the world under the thumb of tyrants for millenia.  Other dichotomies include upper class / lower class, and true / false.  Pseudo-enlightenments often introduce simplifying dichotomies (pure / impure, orthodox / heretic, saved / unsaved, enlightened / unenlightened).

I often use the theoretical distinction rational / empirical as if it were a dichotomy, to find correlated beliefs and to compress information about particular individuals.  But it's based on family resemblances, not necessary and sufficient conditions.  Actual people or schools of thought are usually a mixture of the two, as well as of other epistemologies.  Even Plato found some uses for empirical knowledge (see, e.g., Popper 1945/1966 chapter 5 part 8).  "Rational / empirical" turns out to be the same as the distinction made in (Sorokin 1937-41/1957) between "ideational" and "sensate", where he extends those categories to their correlates in art, literature, law, society, and personality (and identifies a few other epistemologies as well).[37]  He uses "idealistic" to refer to a mixture of the two.  I reconstructed these categories myself, unknowingly and unintentionally, not to classify systems of thought, but to help me remember what cultures made what kinds of art, and who said what.   I'll enumerate more distinctions later, but have space only to mention those that apply to philosophy and science.

Spirit versus mechanism

This is a real dichotomy, with no middle ground.  The ancients, not knowing how astronomically big and more-than-glacially slow humans are on an absolute scale, and not having much familiarity with machines more complex than a cart or a catapult[38], had great difficulty imagining themselves as mechanisms.  The mystery of consciousness is still as difficult today to reconcile with mechanism as it was then.  They posited that living things (in Aristotle's case, all things) moved, when they moved, under the direction of an immaterial soul.

But this stopgap for ignorance could be used to explain anything.  Once life was explained in terms of essence, everything else could be explained in the same way: civilizations, races, art.  Belief in spirit prevents people from thinking of mechanisms, and seems everywhere to lead to a rabid hatred of machines when they become common.  The belief that mechanisms are incapable of behaving intelligently, or at least adaptively, is another crippling metaphysical belief.

Single versus multiple causation

Pinker got this one!  Chapter 9, "What Is Causation?":


We can make sense of these paradoxes of causation only by forgetting the billiard balls and recognizing that no event has a single cause. Events are embedded in a network of causes that trigger, enable, inhibit, prevent, and supercharge one another in linked and branching pathways.



Static versus dynamic

Plato's metaphysics posits that all Real things are static, unchanging.  Hence metaphysicians contruct ontologies for nouns but not for verbs.  For them, processes literally don't exist.  Aristotle's physics treat objects as existing in some state, and undergoing "motion" when acted on (the Greek word should be translated as "change", as it includes changes like being painted red).  The action is assumed to happen instantaneously, as do any transitions from one to another state.  Aristotle knew that moving objects slow down gradually, but had no math to deal with continuous changes over time, nor with infinitesimal intervals.  You can see a present-day example of this inability to conceptualize gradual changes in the Hegelian and Marxist doctrine of "the transition from quantity to quality" (Carneiro 2000), which states that gradual changes can somehow cause an instantaneous transition in kind when they pass a threshold – a confused attempt to fit fast, dramatic changes, such as the freezing of water, to Aristotelian physics.

Because rational change is in theory instantaneous, there is no need to consider cases of a motion having more than one cause; time is so subdivisible that it just isn't possible for three things to collide all at the same time.  This conception of the world, and the things in it, as existing in states, is thus one origin of the "common sense" belief that every event has a single cause, and of the practice of.  Inability to think about gradual, non-linear change over time also inhibits the development of the concept of mechanism, as mechanisms – at least ones that stay in one place – always have dynamic non-linear motion.[39]

Foundationalism

Foundationalism is the rationalist epistemological assumption that reason must begin with an arbitrary foundation of unquestionable assumptions, as geometry begins from a foundation of unprovable axioms.  Unless your reject foundationalism, you can't accuse medieval scholastics, fundmentalist Christians, Marxists, or Nazis as irrational, nor even of being wrong.  Each of them derive their beliefs from a foundation of unquestionable assumptions, drawn from holy scriptures and/or deified leaders.  Rationalists belief there is no possible way to prove that anyone's foundational assumptions are right or wrong.  This is the most-widely-recognized critical failing of rationalism, and what prompted Kierkegaard and the Existentialists into their respective leaps of faith.

Foundationalism is false.  It results from the linearity assumption and the limitation of number to ratios.  I'll explain how later.

In the discussion about "What the Tortoise Said to Achilles" in chapter 2, Pinker at first seems to be recognizing that rationalism is foundationalist.  But no; he uses that discussion only to support an argument for accepting rationality in general.  The problem of foundations already presumes rationalism; it asks how to choose the values you want to rationally maximize.  My reading of Pinker's discussion of the Golden Rule in chapter 2, Morality, is that, like Sam Harris, he thinks we can deduce the proper values from our sensations of pleasure and pain (in a very general sense), plus game theory.

I admit that this gets us a lot further than religious fundamentalists think it does, but I'm not convinced that it's sufficient to resolve the most-dangerous disputes.  When we try to deduce our values from game theory, our results depend on our payoff matrix, which depends on… our values.  There is a game-theoretical argument for settling things by debate instead of by fighting, but not only does it not apply if you're the stronger party by far in a two-sided, zero-sum game; it also doesn't apply if you're a medieval noble who delights in war, or an ancient Greek who believes military prowess is the greatest virtue.

Just as importantly for the narrative I'm constructing, this is cheating.  If you base your values on your sensual preferences – a preference for health, love, pleasure, and friendship – you're no longer being strictly rational.  I would do the same thing; I don't think you should be strictly rational.  But I think the bigger problem is a long philosophical war over epistemology, and winning it requires knowing what you're fighting over; and one of the main issues is the problem of foundational values.  To derive more of the humanist values he holds, Pinker uses the lemma that we can derive a sufficient starting set of values from sense perception.  But that lemma is what is being fought over.

Art

Art?

Yes, art.  Art is deeply, perhaps regrettably, intertwined with philosophy, and hence with reason.

Plato developed the mimetic theory of art, which says that art can never be creative or original, but can only imitate life.  Mimetic theory is implicit in "representative art"; it's only re-presenting what has been presented before.  This is why modern artists said, and still say, that representational art is not Art at all, as it can have nothing new to say.

This theory didn't seem as ridiculous in Plato's time as it does today.  Art, at least plastic art (like painting and sculpture), was either formal art – decorative repetition of patterns – or it did just imitate.  Every piece of pre-Hellenistic Greek pottery I've ever seen had either a geometric pattern, or a re-presentation of a familiar scene, a historic person, or a familiar story.  It wasn't until after Plato's death that Hellenistic artists began sculpting more imaginative scenes, like the death of a barbarian warrior, or a lion pouncing on a horse.

Here's Norman Rockwell's refutation of Plato: Girl at the Mirror, 1954
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We see a young girl looking at her face in a large mirror, while a magazine on her lap shows the actress and beauty queen Jane Russell.  On the floor beside the mirror lies an old doll, carelessly discarded, as if the girl is moving past childish things.  On her face, in the mirror, Rockwell captures a critical moment in her development as a person, one that comes to every plain girl once in her life: the realization that she will never be beautiful.

It isn't mimeses, a representation of life, because Rockwell never saw that scene in real life.  He saw a young model who had no idea what Rockwell wanted, posing for him in front of a mirror, not even thinking about the magazine (Denny 2013).  The scene was Rockwell's imaginative way to make even men or beautiful women empathize with plain girls.

Neither is the meaning of this painting just a linear sum of the meanings of the things in the painting.  It's a structure, a mechanism of interlocking parts.  Move the mirror behind the girl, or have her face away from it; then it would be just a collection of objects.  And it wouldn't be art.

Neither does it fit into the orderly / random or static / dynamic dichotomies.  There is order in the relation between the girl and the mirror; her things are heaped carelessly on the floor.  It's chaotic, because it's alive, and because it depicts a moment of change.  It isn't static, because it depicts the event of thinking; but it's hardly dynamic.

But if someone hasn't got the concepts of mechanism, nor of chaos as the productive region between fire and ice, nor of originality, they're not going to be able to conceive of a painting like this.  Let's look at two types of paintings such people could (and did) conceive of.
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Piet Mondrian 1920. Composition No.II

Here we see


	clear boundaries between objects, which are defined as rectangles by a set of necessary & sufficient conditions

	linearity, both geometric and in (the lack of) shading

	order

	stasis

	a complete lack of causal structure or mechanism
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Jackson Pollock 1948. Number 5.

Here we see:


	no boundaries and no objects

	an absence of both linearity and purposeful non-linearity

	randomness[40]

	the sense of a sea of manic motion, the result of producing every line by swinging a paintbrush or can

	a complete lack of causal structure or mechanism



Now I'll finally propose my answer to the question, "Why are different paradigms in philosophy and the humanities often incommensurable, while paradigms in science are not?"

Rationalism is the Problem

Pinker is butting into a 2500-year-old conversation which he isn't especially interested in.  If he'd paid attention in philosophy classes, he would at least be able to distinguish between nominalism and realism; empiricism, rationalism, phenomenology, and faith; and utilitarianism, pragmatism[41], deontology, and virtue ethics.  He doesn't confuse these things in his own arguments in Rationality as often as he did in Enlightenment Now!  But he's a science reporter in a war zone, who not only doesn't know where the battle lines are, what armies are fighting, or what their uniforms look like; he doesn't even know there's a war.

Nonetheless, Pinker comes close to the awful truth about irrationality many times, such as when noting:


	the philosophy professor in Tom Stoppard's play Jumpers who said art was irrational (chapter 2)

	the ontology of classical versus real-world categories (chapter 2)

	the difficulty philosophers ran into trying to evaluate morality rationally (chapter 2)

	the arational stance induced by Wagner's operas (chapter 10)

	that we are intuitive essentialists and teleologists (chapter 10)

	that Hugo Mercier (but not Pinker) thinks that "conspiracy theories and other weird beliefs are reflective, the result of conscious cogitation and theorizing"[42] (chapter 10, citing Mercier 2020)



Remember when I wrote about how scientists and philosophers agree on certain sentences, while using some of the words in them very, very differently?  Well, one of those words is "rational".

Nearly all scientists think that "rational" is a synonym for "reasonable".  So do nearly all philosophers.  But "rational" means something entirely different from what scientists think it means.

Note I didn't say "rational" means something different to philosophers.  "Rational" is their word.  They were using it, and its Latin and Greek equivalents, for 2,000 years before empirical scientists arrived on the scene.  You don't get to change it.  If you use a wrong definition of it ignorantly, as Pinker does, you are aiding the forces of unreason.  They're better at dictionary judo than you are.  Like Marx, they'll point to your claim that science is rational as proof that they, too, are scientists.  Then when their untrammelled rationalism inevitably goes horribly wrong, they'll blame it on science, like Lyotard blamed the Holocaust on liberal humanism.  If you fail to draw the distinction between rationalism and empiricism, your opponents will make it, and always against you.

The distinction is difficult to maintain, because rational_ism_ includes lots of things that empiricists need, like math, logic, and deductive reasoning.  The "ism" is rational thought, plus a set of metaphysical beliefs which accumulated around it to support the belief that nothing but pure rational thought, untainted by the material world, is valuable.

Rationalism is an epistmology which radically simplifies reality in order to make it amenable to logical deduction.  It takes geometry as its inspiration and model (e.g., Kepler described in Koyré 1973 p. 139 as cited by Sihvola 2000)[43], presuming that we can logically deduce absolutely certain, timeless, immutable truths about the world.  It uses the classical conception of categories defined by a list of necessary and sufficient conditions, and assumes the resulting category boundaries are clear and infallible.  It distrusts the senses, and does not allow talk of probability, or family resemblances.  It's uncomfortable with non-linear continuous functions[44].  For thousands of years it opposed the use of zero and of the real numbers, but loosened up a bit after Newton (although the Jesuits, Hobbes, Hegel, and Marx, smelling the epistemological heresy, all devoted considerable effort to refuting or at least reformulating Newton's calculus).

To use the terms we went through so tediously above:  Rationalism is any pseudo-Enlightenment which radically over-simplifies the world to make it amenable to dialectic.  The most-common over-simplifications include: assuming that words unambiguously denote clearly-defined categories; assuming linearity; assuming the order / randomness dichotomy and prioritizing order; prioritizing the old over the new; taking a static view of words, meanings, and mental states; using a static ontology which does not allow for new creations; believing in a world based on spirit rather than mechanism, in which events are transitions between states and every event has a single cause; and reasoning using a deductive logic based on geometry, which requires a foundation of axioms which must be taken on faith (religion), on someone's command (Hegel), or at random (dada, Existentialism).

Scientific Reasoning

The opposite of rationalism is empiricism, which is the epistemology of modern science.  It believes that all knowledge arrives either through the senses, or using genetically-programmed information which evolved as a result of ancestral interactions with the material world.[45]  It defers translating data into language as long as possible, to avoid simplifications.  It defines words operationally, priorities the new over the old, uses statistically-defined categories, believes in a world based on mechanism, sees events as dynamic and as having multiple causes, reasons using inductive logic and probability, and forms opinions using optimization theory or energy minimization techniques, which don't require a special choice of initial beliefs.

Going back to the cases in "Learning from slander", we see that in both cases, a person using a rationalist concept (certain knowledge, senses as sinister) was unable to grasp its empiricist analogue (uncertain knowledge, senses as helpful).

I think that's why different theories in the humanities are sometimes incommensurable, while different scientific theories aren't.  The empirical sciences must have a model of reality that's general enough to accommodate any aspect of the material world that can make a difference in their experiments.  The humanities all have more rationalist over-simplifications, but they don't all have the same over-simplifications.  They can't correctly recall the thoughts of someone from a sufficiently-different school, or of a scientist.  Since they don't use operationalized definitions, they can't follow someone else's words back to the material world and figure out what they mean.

Scientific logic

Scientists do use logic.  But it's different from rationalist logic in crucial ways.

The scientist develops theories by alternating between inductive logic, deductive logic, and experimentation.

Francis Bacon (1620) and the Royal Society of London (Sprat 1667) explicitly condemned rationalism as useless.[46]  People at the time understood that this was the true scientific revolution: the abandonment of the quest for absolute certainly, which had led them to spend the past 40 years murdering each other on battlefields all across Europe, in the 30 Years' War (1618-1648) and the Interregnum (1649-1660), over religious arguments few people understood.

But they over-reacted in condemning deductive logic entirely.  This led to an over-reaction to the over-reaction, in which people such as Ernest Nagel (1961, cited in Stark p. 367) and Karl Popper (1994 chapter 4 section 14) argued that theory development uses only deductive logic, and what makes it different than philosophy is that it alternates between empirical experiment and deductive theory.

As it happens, I'm one of the few scientists who have tried to reason – well, to get a computer to reason – using nothing but deductive logic.  I tried to design symbolic knowledge representations and inference methods that would let me translate an English sentence into logic, then make logical deductions whose results could be converted back into English.  I can summarize 12 years of work by saying, It's extremely labor-intensive and error-prone, involves too many trade-offs to design a general-purpose representation suitable for everything (see also Guha 1992), suffers from combinatorial explosion, and never works well at anything but chess.

I don't use much deductive logic to develop a theory or an algorithm.  I do use a lot of math.  But you have to be careful translating real-world observations into math, and then translating your deductive mathematical conclusions back to the real world.  Empirical scientists have spent the past century developing a workable interface between formal mathematics and the real world, which they call "statistics".  It solves many of the trickiest problems in epistemology, at the expense of putting all sorts of provisos on the knowledge that comes back out of the math.

Think about experiments you've done, or developing theories or computer code.  You don't write out the code logic on paper, debug it in your head until you think it's right, then type it all in and have it work the first time.[47]  You develop it gradually, deducing effects of changes, making inductive guesses, doing some math, testing little pieces of code, trying to run the entire program, failing, and repeating all of the above.  That's how the scientific thought process works, even the development of theories, which after all are a lot like computer programs.  And neither are infallible.

The scientist's logical symbols represent statistical, not classical, categories.

Pinker addresses this in chapter 2, "Classical versus Family Resemblance Categories", and throughout chapter 7 on "Hits and False Alarms", but he never connects the two to make the point that scientists define categories statistically.  Chapter 7 presents the problem of deciding which of two distributions a sample comes from as if it had nothing to do with categorization – the categories in his example already exist, and the decision that a defendant is innocent or guilty can be said to be right or wrong.  But an empirical epistemology says that categories are built this way, from sense data.

Rationalism is logocentric; it attributes certain magical powers to words.  For one, it assumes words divide the world up neatly into categories that are metaphysically "real".  This leads rationalists to argue about what words "really" mean, as described above under "Incommensurability".  Empiricists instead use nominalist definitions.  One way of saying that is that they define a word by building a decision surface in a high-dimensional feature space.  Every event or object whose features are measured is defined as belonging to the category if the point those features specify in that space falls inside the decision surface, and as not belonging if the point falls outside.

This figure from chapter 7 shows the simplest possible decision surface: a point in a one-dimensional feature space (a point on a line), dividing that space into 2 categories:
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When you construct categories statistically, however, you don't call anything a "miss" or a "false alarm".  That dividing line defines the categories, even though you know that your measurements have noise, that you're counting some things as A which you'd rather call B if you knew more about them, and that the decision surface is your own construction, not God's.

The purpose of words is to convey information, so the right way to construct categories is to choose decision surfaces in a way that makes their word definitions convey the most information in the fewest words, given future observations drawn from the same probability distributions you used to choose the decision surface.  That's all that's needed for words to convey meaning.  In this case, the decision surface that would make your two new words convey the most information would be the x-coordinate of the point where the two bell curves cross.  (This is the point that would give the fewest mistakes, If we had pre-existing categories and could talk about mistakes.)

This refutes Buddhism, which is based on the claim that the choice of a decision surface between "X" and "not X" is arbitrary.  That's true, if the distributions of the feature vectors of your observations are flat.  If instead of two bell curves, you had just two overlapping intervals, and observations were equally likely to fall on every point on the line, a decision point anywhere within that overlap would be just as good as any other point within that overlap, so it would be arbitrary.  But the nonlinearity of the probability distributions means there is a unique, optimal decision surface for distinguishing the categories, even though we know it will still make "mistakes".[48]

Symbolic artificial intelligence (AI) uses classical categories, while connectionist AI uses statistically-defined categories.  The competition between them paralleled that between rationalist and empiricist epistemologies.  But since computer scientists tested their theories on data, the failings of symbolic representations were clear after just 30 years; and now, another 30 years later, connectionist representations have already solved the big problems of epistemology.  Studying the contrast between the two is an easier way to understand the difference between rationalism and empiricism, than is studying rationalism and empiricism.

The scientist does not have absolute certainty in her conclusions.

If I were writing this for people in the humanities, then here I'd give a long list of quotes to prove that scientists really don't claim absolute certainty, because people in the humanities believe that scientists do.  Since I'm writing this for Astral Codex Ten, I'm assuming most of you have the opposite illusion:  You don't believe that most people in the humanities believe absolute certainty is attainable.

Most rationalist philosophers really do claim dialectic is infallible (and the rest of the humanities generally follow along).  Recall that Plato, arguing against trusting the senses, said (IIRC) that they can give illusions when one is looking down at a stick poking out of the water, or when one sees a mirage in the desert.  That's, like, one observation out of every 100,000.  The implication is that abstract reasoning is more reliable than that.  And Plato didn't live anywhere near a desert, and hated the waterfront.

Recall Descartes' Cogito ergo sum.  Its whole point was to be absolutely certain.  A lot of philosophers still seem to think Descartes wasn't just being childish.

Recall Hume's arguments about causality and whether one can know the sun is going to rise tomorrow.  He wasn't saying it's a coin-flip whether the sun will rise tomorrow; he was saying you can't be absolutely, 100.000000% certain, using rational argument, that it will.  Most philosophers still think he was wrong.  None of them have asked why it matters.

Recall Kant's Critique of Pure Reason (1781), which philosophers also still think was a big deal.  His conclusion wasn't that rationality is fallible.  It was that rationality, though infallible, can never perceive the ding an sich (I just read that as "Platonic Form") of things in reality.  Kant said that your sense perception organizes the world, so you never sense the world unmediated.

For an example of what this might mean, imagine that your brain got its wires crossed before you were born, so that you see everything that's "actually" on your left as being on your right, and vice-versa.  How could you detect this?

You couldn't.  Even if there are laws of physics that break left-right symmetry, and you test them yourself, when you observe the results, your brain flips them so that they match what you call "left" and "right".  When someone says "Raise your left hand", you'll raise the hand you call "left", even if, in your mind, you have the phenomenological experience that other people do when raising their right hand.

Rationalist philosophers found any such irrelevant grain of uncertainty shocking.

Nor is absolute certainty dead today.  CS Lewis[49] and, IIRC, Ayn Rand believed in it.  The post-modernist Paul de Man and the semiotician Jonathan Culler, in their analyses of Proust, both said an absolute certainty in the commonality between two things being compared was necessary for metaphor to successfully capture essences (Culler p. 215-220).[50] The pragmatist John   gave a whole lecture series against the quest for certainty in 1929, collected as a book in (Dewey 1929).  Its first two chapters are a good introduction to the problem of certainty in philosophy.

In contemporary continental philosophy, keep on the lookout for the word "contingent".  It literally means "historically contingent", the opposite of "necessary".  Evolution is contingent; it wouldn't produce the same species if you started over.  But continental rationalists today use it as a synonym for "arbitrary" (assuming all possible outcomes were equally likely), and "arbitrary" as a synonym for "meaningless" or "social construct".  The "nausea" that caused Sarte to invent existentialism came from feeling he was "superfluous" and that life was "absurd" because he was "contingient" and not logically "necessary" (Sarte 1938 / 2013[51]).  After Foucault, "social construct" was more-often taken as a synonym for "oppressive" (assuming all social institutions are oppressive).  For instance:  Driving on the right side of the road is contingent, therefore arbitrary, therefore a social construct, therefore oppressive.

Okay, they don't actually apply that argument to driving on the right side of the road.  But they should, to be consistent.  (Chandler 1994-2022, retrieved 2005, glossary, "Relativism, epistemological") attributes the evils of colonialism to it being "historically contingent".  To continental philosophers, anything society does that isn't logically and universally necessary should be abolished.

Absolute certainty is why rationalism is so very, very terrible.  True rationalists, like Marx or the medieval scholastics, uncorrected by real-world observations, eventually deduce insane conclusions.  If their followers then try to force them on the world, the execution of their program usually involves executions.  If the theory doesn't fit the real world, the real world must be bent to fit the theory, and everyone who won't go along must be silenced or eliminated.

The scientist does not need to assume anything.

When Christians say that science is just another faith, they always mean that science, like Christianity, must rest on some foundation of unquestionable beliefs.  Many scientists will even agree with them.  But it doesn't.  A large number of questionable beliefs will do, if most of them are correct, and if you don't need absolute certainty.  As long as these beliefs are correlated, meaning not independent, you can use various mathematical techniques to find the assignment of probabilities to the entire set of beliefs which is most-probable.  The simplest is to assign each belief's probability an initial non-committal guess greater than 0.5, then repeatedly go through all of the beliefs, one at a time, and update its probability of being true by pretending that all of the other guesses are correct.  This usually works pretty well.

You might argue that to do this, you need to already know the conditional probabilities between beliefs.  Actually, you don't.  If you can make lots of observations of the things you have beliefs about, you can guess those conditional probabilities too.  In fact, using a technique called Gibbs samping, you can guess only the conditional probabilities, and use a similar updating process to iteratively use each observation to update your guess at one conditional probability, producing the independent probabilities as you go.  (I hope I've got that right.  Anyway, it works.)

Another way to think about this is in terms of function optimization.  Function optimization works something like this:  Instead of trying to directly deduce the best answer to a question, you phrase the question in a quantitative way, construction a function that assigns a fitness to any point in some N-dimensional space.  That fitness function then defines a surface in (N+1)-space, and finding a good answer to your problem can be done by starting anywhere on that surface and climbing upwards until reaching a nice mountaintop.

A rationalist would say that can't possibly work – your conclusions, they say, always depend on your starting assumptions.  That's because rationalist never imagine arguments, or anything else, as undergoing continuous motion.  They think of logic, which proceeds in large, discrete steps.  All the non-foundational methods I know, by contrast, take a random starting point, and incrementally improve it.  But just thinking about this requires familiarity with real numbers, continuous motion, and non-linear functions.  People who aren't comfortable with those things are likely to believe in foundationalism, and likely not to think in terms of incremental change, but of jumping immediately to the final solution. So foundationalism and radical politics are highly correlated.

The place for rationality

I'm trying to reserve the word "rational", at least within this text, for types of reasoning that a rationalist might use, in order to keep the crucial rationalism / empiricism distinction clear.  This is important to get straight, but difficult, both because "rational" is overloaded, making too many distinctions; and because we need to make other distinctions we have no words for.

One problem is mathematics.  Mathematics is a formal system which has the absolute certainty rationalism loves.  Rational math uses only integers and ratios, while empirical math has extensions rationalists dislike, to interface with the material world, like real numbers, calculus, error theory, and statistics.[52]  Scientists use statistics and error theory to prevent the absolute certainty of mathematical proofs from seeping out into certainty in the real world.  But the way that works is so complicated that most scientists don't understand it; they just click the "Regression" button in SPSS (and then, as often as not, misinterpret the results rationally).  They still talk about "falsifiability" without realizing that their  statistical t-tests assume falsifiability is theoretically impossible.

Algebra is technically rational (it can be done with integers), yet difficult to work with without thinking of functions as continuous; so it blurs the line.  Discrete math is quite useful, and 100% rational.

So applying the rational / empirical distinction to mathematics is impractical.  I'll use the term "empirical math" or "empirical rationality" for the middle ground which has the absolute certainty of rationalism, but the real-world applicability of empiricism.  The purpose of this distinction isn't to criticize one form of math; all are valid.  The purpose is to make people aware of the metaphysical differences between empiricism and rationalism, and to clarify that "rationality", defined as the kind of thought rationalists believe is valid, is useful if it's handled carefully.

The other problem is that deductive argument is inherently rational.  Measurements and statistics are great, but cumbersome.  Symbolic logical deduction lets you cover a lot of ground quickly, at the cost of greater error in conclusions and in meanings.

So rationalist methods of thought are important for empirical science, but must be confined to the particular places where simplification and abstractions have the most value, and where we have methodologies such as operationalization that ensure our terms are meaningful and internally consistent.  These include


	discrete math

	rational choice theory

	logical argument, bracketed by careful attention to the real-world extension of each word or symbol in the argument's input or output

	utility calculations[53]



Pure Kantian rationalism emphatically does not belong in the processes of


	measurement and data collection (because rationalists don't do it)

	error theory (which rationalism doesn't have)

	hypothesis testing (for which we use statistical tests)

	the construction of categories and definitions

	the interpretation and application of statistical test results to the real world

	the interpretation of anything expressed in human language

	epistemology in general



Using the word "rationality" to mean reason in general legitimizes the absolute certainty which is the cause of our current political woes.  To stem the tide of irrationality and of rationality run amok, scientists must dispel the caricatures rationalists draw of the empiricist alternative to rationalism, and must make it clear that science uses empirical, not rational, epistemology.

Rationalism and Irrationalism

Irrationalism is the Bastard Offspring of Rationalism

Rationalism is better than nothing.  But pretty soon, people like Buddha, Ibn Taymiyyah (Taymiyya 1309), Nietzsche, Borges, and Derrida start noticing the internal contradictions and ridiculous conclusions.  The one reason they all turn against reason is that they don't know there's any alternative to rationalism.  They never studied the Hellenistic era, or science beyond Newton, or any practical real-world domain in which they might learn how to learn from their mistakes.  Nearly all irrationalists lived in or studied the classical or medieval ages.  If you read Derrida carefully, you'll see he assumes Aristotelian metaphysics in everything he does.  After he proves they don't work, he's got nowhere to turn, and throws his hands up in the air and says everything is a big game.

This is the flip side of the demand for certainty–when it proves unreachable, rationalists despair of ever knowing anything, and turn to irrationalism.  Which is just rationalism, turned on its head.

Mondrian, above, is a rationalist modernist.  Pollock is an irrationalist post-modernist.  Those are the only options rationalists have.

That is, other than "Why not both?"  In continental philosophy, "rational" versus "irrational" is a false dichotomy.  As I mentioned under "Rationality is Not the Solution", Derrida and others believed their irrationalism was rational.  Much ink has been spilled over whether existentialism is rational, irrational (Barrett 1958), phenomenological, or nihilist.  It's all four, simultaneously.  Sartre's anxiety was caused by his rational conclusion that life is not logically necessary; he explored this using Heidegger's phenomenology and his own fictionalized subjectivity[51]; and decided this intolerable superfluity could be overcome only by choosing some irrational Kierkegaardian "leap of faith"; leaving him with a nihilist philosophy which said the only thing that made an action "moral" was that it was your own free choice[54].  Nazism can also be regarded as nihilistic, phenomenological, irrational, and rational, all at once.[55]

Saussurian structuralists make a really big deal out of the fact that the word "dog" is not itself a dog, and that the letters "d-o-g" are not logically determined by the nature of dogs – as if anybody but Plato and religious conservatives who believe their language was given to them by God didn't already know that.[56]  This makes no sense until you realize that they think that because words have no necessary (God-given) connection to their referents, this means that, without God, language can't refer to anything real (Baudrillard p. 1560)[57].  "There is nothing outside of the text" – (Derrida 1967/2010 p. 1692).  Pinker could have done more to fight irrationalism by sharing some of the developments in linguistics and psychology over the past 100 years, like those mentioned in (Medin & Heit 1999), which continental philosophers remain willfully oblivious to.

The giant green Pac-Man in the Graph of Philosophy

In 2012, Simon Raper (his real name) used dbpedia, a database of relational information extracted from Wikipedia, to make a graph showing every philosopher on Wikipedia and the "influenced / influenced by" links between them.[58]  The size of each philosopher's circle indicates the number of links to or from that philosopher.  The color is determined by some unspecified clustering algorithm.  Each link represents an influence.

This graph (link) has a lot of problems.  It doesn't distinguish between "influenced" and "influenced by", or between "followed" and "reacted against".  It doesn't count indirect influence, so for instance Thales, the "first philosopher", is tiny.  It's almost entirely Western.  It's wrong in many details.[59]

[image: ]

But the big-picture view is basically correct.  The green part of the graph, with rationalists on the left and mostly irrationalists on the right, is a giant fish or Pac-Man about to gobble up the small violet pizza-slice of sane people.

If we plot the course of philosophy through this graph over time, the picture is even worse.  Western philosophy begins at the top of the upper-left third that's colored Cyan, with Zeno, Pythagorus, Thales, Parmenides, Democritus, and the other pre-Socratics.  Then it moves south to Plato and Aristotle, detours west to spend a thousand years among the scholastics, then travels back east to Hobbes, Leibniz, and Descartes.  Then it splits in two, one branch going southwest into the British Enlightenment and toward empirical science, and another going southeast, passing through Spinoza and Rousseau on its way to Kant, the mild-mannered and impartial spider at the center of this web.

After that, the empiricist school produces some analytic philosophers, then slowly sputters out as students favorably inclined towards empiricism begin going into science rather than philosophy.  Meanwhile, on the continent, we go from Kant to Hegel, who spins off an enormous cancerous green growth of irrationalism – the result of rationalism shattering on the revelations of empirical science.  Almost everything important in philosophy after 1930 is up in that great green glob of madness.

Why?  What happened in the 1930s?

I'll tell you what happened…

The Nazis Won the War

Recently I read an obscure, poorly-written, and insightful book called Hitler: Philosopher King (Morris 2017).  Its thesis is that the Nazis were able to destroy German culture in such a short time because they were the first post-modernists.  They used deconstructionist techniques, romanticism, and mysticism of a Hegelian flavor to attack existing moral norms.  The Nazis popularized a dramatization of post-modern thought, which had been in the air since before WW1 (see e.g., Tristan Tzara's 1918 Dada manifesto), before French philosophers were able to put such a slippery thing down on paper.

Then I read a book about the Vienna Circle (Sigmund 2017).  In the 1920s and early 1930s, continental European philosophy was divided into two opposing camps, providing two competing epistemologies.  One was the metaphysicians, descended mostly from Hegel and all from Plato, consisting of Aristotelians, phenomenologists, Marxists, Freudians, and fanatical Catholics.  The other was what we might call the positivists, inspired by physics and scientific methodology.

The Nazis destroyed the non-Hegelians, including the Ernst Mach Society and the Vienna Circle, both of which the Nazis officially disbanded.  Their members either fled Germany and later France, or they were dismissed, persecuted, exiled, or killed.  Meanwhile, the Nazis elevated Hegelian philosophers, especially phenomenologists like Heidegger, to the highest posts in Germany and France, just as Bismarck and Friedrich Wilhelm III had before, and for the same reason – to combat liberal humanism.[60]

What we call "continental philosophy" today is that philosophy which the Nazis chose to force upon continental Europe.  They favored the Hegelians because they were anti-reason, anti-science, anti-individualist, and anti-Enlightenment.  They favored phenomenology because of its moral and scientific relativism, which gave them a philosophical justification for treating feelings and personal anecdotes as "inner truths" more-valid than scientific studies, and for dismissing German morality and civil institutions as socially constructed.  (Berger & Luckmann 1966) introduced the term "social constructivism" later; but Luckmann was a student of Alfred Schütz, an Austrian phenomenologist who introduced social constructivism to sociology in (Schütz 1932).  The Nazis also embraced Nietzsche's dim view of "bourgeois" civilization and will-to-power moral relativism; and the collectivism of ancient Sparta, Plato, and Hegel.  These are the defining characteristics of continental philosophy today.

After the war, the more-obviously Holocaust-inducing superficial elements like hatred of Jewishness and social Darwinism were quickly cast off, but the metaphysics – the worldview – remained.  The Nazis were gone; but the philosophy professors they'd put in place, and those who'd fled, were both left where they were.  The next generation of philosophy professors in France and Germany was drawn from students who had studied under the Nazis.  Herbert Marcuse's thesis advisor was actual-Nazi Heidegger, who was also Sartre's primary influence.  Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes studied in Vichy France under professors who had sworn an oath of loyalty to the Nazis.  Paul de Man was a Nazi collaborator.

It took decades for the Nazi metaphysics of the French and German academies to percolate through the European arts and the 1960s radical movements, into American universities and mass media.  But it has arrived, and now most American intellectuals from the "best" universities are unknowingly walking around with heads full of Nazi metaphysics, seeing the world through Nazi eyes.

Today's Social Justice movement, and the anti-racist movement in particular, use a lot of Nazi


	
slogans and values


	"awakening"

	from Heidegger, through the existentialists, "authenticity"





	
philosophical principles


	from phenomenology and existentialism, subjective "lived experience" instead of science or rationalism as epistemology (e.g., Flynn 2006 p. 5-6, 17-21)

	from Schopenhauer[61] and Nietzsche via Foucault, "will to power" as the only motive for action[62]

	from Rousseau via Nietzsche, Spengler, and Foucault, civilization as a corrupting influence or power structure

	art as purely political

	from Schopenhauer, Marx, Nietzsche, and the existentialists, a view of modern "bourgeois" life as greedy and dismal

	from Hitler and earlier racial essentialists, the location of soul, agency, moral status, soul, and essence in the race rather than in individuals (e.g., Waite 1977 p. 29, 80)

	from (Spengler 1922/1926), races as having their own essential nature and cultural telos, and every race as having its own sciences and mathematics, all different and equally valid





	
tactics (all but "control the dictionary" are spelled out in Hitler 1926)


	control the media; control the narrative; control the dictionary

	control the educational system and the universities

	motivate people with rage and hatred

	mob, bully, deplatform, fire, and dehumanize opponents







The Social Justice movement (SJM) inherited all of these from continental philosophy, and chose them for the same reasons the Nazis did:  because they're tailor-made to help destroy an existing culture in order to replace it with something completely different.  But they were also tailor-made to replace reason with irrationality.  No amount of philosophizing based on these ideas can create a movement that allows reason to thrive.  The existentialists tried, but the best Sartre could achieve was a gloomy and illogical nihilism, one which justifies any action one chooses solely because one chooses it, in which the only value is the freedom to choose between meaningless alternatives (e.g., Flynn 2006 p. 45-48)[54].  No wonder it produced such gloomy and nihilistic plays (Sartre, Beckett).

The SJM inherited other key ideas from Marxism, like the concern for oppressed classes, the belief in determinist historicist progression towards a final state of perfection, and the use of rational argument when it serves their purposes.  Metaphysically, they're the dialectical re-synthesis of left-Hegelianism (Marxism) and right-Hegelianism (Nazism).  Which is exactly what Hegel would have predicted would result from the opposition of Nazism and Marxism.

Hidden Reasons to Reject Reason

Near the beginning of this article, I said that the irrationalists may be right on a deeper level.  The reason they usually give to reject reason is that rationalism doesn't work–that it's provably inconsistent or indeterminate.  This is the only reason I can imagine that could be logically valid, given that you're reasoning logically.  As it happens, it's a bad reason; rationalism doesn't work, but there is an alternative that's recently been demonstrated to work, in the accomplishments of machine-learning applications which had to solve the problems of epistemology in order to give you your Google image search results or drive your car: empiricism.  None of arguments I've read against rationalism have any traction when directed against empiricism (but showing that would take another long post).

But there are some not-obviously-wrong reasons to reject reason in general, rational or empirical.  You may have to read between the lines to detect them; people pretending to reason logically might not come out and say any of them openly.  They are:


	Death

	Reason might make you unhappy

	Reason may lead us all to kill each other

	Reason may prevent us from killing each other



Death

Death has always spread religions that promise a way out of it.  I didn't understand how powerful a motive this could be until my father died.  There was a snap frost the day we buried him, and I kept wishing we'd dressed him warmer.  It felt barbaric to leave him behind in the cemetery, alone in that cold, dark little box.  I knew he was dead, but I didn't believe it.  For him not to be, would be like waking up and finding Mt. Everest missing.  It seemed so obviously impossible, for a while it made Christianity seem possible.

For many people, it isn't the seeming impossibility of death, but just their not wanting to experience it personally, that motivates them to get religion.

Reason might make you unhappy

Once I had a Mormon co-worker.  I couldn't understand how someone so smart could believe in something that seemed, to me, transparently false.  But I gradually noticed that he was happier than me.  He had certainty, self-assurance, and a tremendously supportive Mormon community which smoothed his road through life significantly.  Was this stupid?

Rationalists may win, but empirical scientists don't.  That's because science, and a devotion to reason, was never meant to win.  It's a mental illness, a perverse devotion to truth at all costs.  Unlike philosophy and religion.

Science seeks truth; philosophy and religion are hedonistic

Back when I was Christian, I read books which made rational arguments for Christianity.  But when the book's author described how he had become a Christian, it was usually the result of a purely emotional or irrational experience (Augustine 397, C.S. Lewis[63], Guillen 2021).  And when I talked to friends and family about why they believed, most eventually said that Christianity just "worked better", or made them feel better.  Christianity is hedonistic.

The great figures of philosophy have seldom claimed to be seeking truth.  Thales and Anaximander, maybe.  But most of the ancient Greeks and Romans were unanimous on this point:  They were seeking the good life.  Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans, and the Stoics were emphatic on this point.  Buddha thought life was painful, and wanted relief from suffering and angst.  Kierkegaard and Sartre disdained seeking happiness; but both gave up on seeking truth or true morals, and settled for numbing the pain of disappointment with a narcotic "leap of faith" (Kierkegaard) / "free choice" (Sartre).  Philosophy is hedonistic.

Reason may lead us all to kill each other

It's usually religious conservatives like Dennis Prager who fall back on this in the end, the kind who believe humans are intrinsically evil and selfish.  If you talk with them long enough, they'll talk about the "necessity" of either religion or Hobbesian authoritarianism, to keep people from abusing and killing each other.  This is the view Glaucon expresses in Plato's Republic with the myth of the Ring of Gyges, arguing against Plato's claim (Republic, "Apology") that unrighteousness can only do harm to the unrighteous person.  I haven't got citations, because people usually admit this only in personal conversations.[64]

I don't find "we all secretly want to kill each other" a plausible hypothesis.  But history shows that rationalism does lead us to kill each other.  So it's no surprise that it's rationalist religious conservatives who make this argument.  Rational Marxists could be holding this view secretly.  If you're a cynical rationalist who believes humans need an authority to keep them from killing each other, a false Marxism might seem like an improvement over a false Christianity.  Buddhists believe that all life is suffering, and that the best thing you can possibly do for another person is to guide them to Nirvana (which is what we who don't believe in reincarnation call "death").  The only logical excuse for them not to run around freeing as many people as they can from life is that they don't think that kind of death sticks.

Rationalist ideologies give people crazy motives for killing.  But self-interest can give people rational motives for killing, or at least exploiting.  I've been talking until now about rationalism and empiricism as epistemologies, but "rational self-interest" isn't an epistemology.  You can be an empiricist, and still be modelled well as being rationally self-interested.  Evolution, human history, and free-market economics all show us that selfishness and aggression can be successful strategies.  And right reason seems to require freedom of thought, which seems to go hand-in-hand with freedom of trade.  Is the payoff from freedom of thought and action worth the cost of free-market competition?  I think it is, but many people don't; and sometimes this isn't because they reason differently from me, but because they don't have the compulsions and inclinations that make freedom and truth so important to me.[65]

Reason may prevent us from killing each other

This is the one I don't like to think to about.  Many religious conservatives have argued that Darwin's theory of evolution led directly to eugenics and social Darwinism.  Well… yes.  (Wiker 2008 p. 85-97) has some quotes[66] if you weren't convinced of that already.

I'm not really worried about reason favoring eugenics.  "Eugenics is bad" is one of those sentences you're supposed to assent to, regardless of what it means.  Here the word hasn't been redefined, but recontextualized:  "The Nazis favored eugenics".  The argument is:


	The Nazis used eugenics.

	The Nazis were bad.

	Therefore, eugenics is bad.



Even a rationalist should notice the flaw in this argument.  Let me recontextualize it:  One part of the Social Justice movement is against "ablism", the idea that not having a handicap is better than having one.  The most-debated disability is deafness.  Blastocyst screening can tell which blastocysts (taken from the mother and in-vitro fertilized with sperm from the father) has the genes for deafness.  Some deaf parents choose to implant the embryo that will not.  Some choose the one that will.  If you think that people should be allowed to use embryo screening to ensure their child won't be deaf, but not to ensure that it will be, you're in favor of eugenics.

I am worried about social Darwinism.  The theory of evolution says that species evolve when the pressure that selection exerts to increase the fitness of a species outpaces the pressure random mutation exerts to decrease its fitness.  You can't believe in evolution without believing that our genome is subject to constant degeneration by mutation.  You therefore must believe that, for the human species to survive, we must have either continued selective pressure, or continual corrective germline genetic engineering.

Nietzsche and probably some Nazis understood the basic problem, but didn't have the option of genetic engineering on the table.  So they developed a philosophy to solve that problem by increasing selective pressure.  The choice of the Jews as a target wasn't accidental; the Jews have, in fact, done a disproportionate amount to create the comfortable, selection-deprived civilization that Nietzsche and the Nazis saw as leading to species death.  So why do we call them "evil" instead of "good"?

Part of the answer is the cruel and stupid way they went about it.  But if they had painlessly sterilized the "feeble-minded" and people crippled by genetic diseases, supposing they were able to identify them correctly, instead of killing people, it would still seem icky.

We could attribute the ickiness to the time-discounting Pinker explains in "Conflicts among Time Frames".  If we did no time-discounting, and cared just as much about future generations as about the present one, we'd tolerate a lot more present-day suffering or violation of rights for the sake of future generations.  That's what rationalists do.  Instead of trusting their time-discounting instincts, they try to reason it out consciously, and rationalize that the perfect ends justify any means.  Catholics were willing to commit or cooperate with something approaching genocide in southern France, Bohemia, southern India, North, Central, and South America, the Congo, Yugoslavia, and Rwanda, to save the souls of future generations.  Marxists in Russia and China were willing to live through hell so that future generations might live in socialist utopia.  Nazis were willing to do what they did.

But if someone doesn't know why time-discounting makes sense, and thinks genetic engineering is immoral, they might rationally conclude that the needs of the future outweigh the needs of the present, and that the only way to protect future generations from ending up like the passengers in Disney's WALL-E is to invent a philosophy to increase selective pressure by destroying sympathy for others.  If Pinker is right in saying that reason leads to sympathy (chapter 2, "Morality"), then that plan requires destroying reason.  At least, that's always worked in the past.

I do think time-discounting in this matter makes sense at present, but our public discourse doesn't allow us to present that argument to the people who might need it.  You're not supposed to say, "Well, even supposing the Nazis were right about the dangers of genetic degeneration…"  The problem is that what the Nazis did was so revolting that no one ever felt the need to make a logical argument against Nazism.  It's been rejected, but never debunked.  We should be able to show that fascism is a bad idea even if a person identifies more as a member of a race than as an individual.  But we never try to do that, so the individuals who are out there, secretly brooding over perceived wrongs to their race, find no counter-arguments that make sense to them.

Worse, I can easily imagine a new, non-racist Nazism, which again sought continual strife and violence for the sake of improving the breed or shaking off bourgeois complacency.  If it's even-handed, unbiased violence, or based on attacking people based on their class or ideology instead of on their race, philosophy today has more arguments in favor of it than against it.

Fight the Systems

When fighting infectious bacteria or cancer, you need to deliver your drugs systemically, to clean up infectious cells that are floating about; but you also need to attack the large growths, where infectious cells cluster together behind a protective barrier of biofilms or efflux transporters.  It's great to make people aware of biases and fallacies, but we must also expose the big systems and institutions of rationalized irrationality, whose members are too ensconced in their enclaves to be budged by occasional gusts of rationality.

American politics

The problem in America today isn't that individuals believe crazy things, but  that philosophies teach crazy things.   The two warring camps are often called Democrat and Republican, left and right, or liberal and conservative.  Only the first of these dichotomies is clear or accurate, and all are misleading.  It's far more informative to say the divide is between rural and cosmopolitan culture.  The most intransigent subset of each are, respectively, Christians and Hegelians.  Both are rationalist ideologies, so both are supremely self-confident.

I don't see much hope for reconciling the two.  Even splitting the US into a red-state nation and a blue-state nation wouldn't do it; you'd have blue cities in red states, and red towns in blue states.  I'm for bringing back the city-state and letting both sides rule themselves, but I don't have a lot of hope for that either.

Rural culture

It's hard to over-emphasize the hegemony of Christianity in rural culture.  I say "Christianity", but I mean Christian culture, which is only partly based on the Bible.  Some of the social issues Christians worry about are emphasized as problems in the New Testament (sex, poverty, riches), but most aren't (abortion, polygamy, slavery, addiction, homelessness, protecting children, and "family values").  Most of what they do is good, but it's easy for them to be panicked by anything that pushes several of their buttons at the same time, like protecting homeless children from being enslaved into sex tracking by addictive drugs.

Contrary to popular urban opinion, evangelical or activist Christianity doesn't associate with the American right, which I take to mean racist nationalism and opposition to democracy.  You won't find books in a Christian bookstore calling for a return to monarchy, racial purity, or even tighter borders.  The main areas I'm aware of in which Christians oppose urban culture due to their faith are


	abortion

	schools teaching anything contrary to the beliefs of Christian culture

	concerns about future centuries, because Christ will return before then

	almost anything sexual



That's a short list, but not trivial.  Polygamy, prostitution, homosexuality, pornography, abortion, and the teaching of evolution would all be banned widely if it were up to rural Christians (and the first 2 already are).

Fighting Christianity intellectually is very difficult.  You can write books debunking the debunkers of evolution, but they won't read them.  About the only subject they might read about that could disrupt their certainty is early Church history.  The highly contingent path that led from the Cross to the First Council of Constantinople in 381 CE, at which the doctrine of the Trinity was finally ratified, would shock nearly all Christians.  I hope.[67]

I think the main reason for the dominance of Christianity in the country is that there isn't much else to do out here.  The main social institutions are churches, bars, and the VFW.  Maybe instead of trying to throttle rural economies with taxes and over-protective legislation in the hopes that the Christians will die out, urbanites should figure out how to help rural areas make more money instead of less, so they can afford to go to something besides church barbecues sometime.

Rural culture has its own, separate gripes with urban culture.  These include:


	gun control

	expansion of federal powers

	over-regulation of business

	the doctrine that men and women are mentally the same

	urban control of the media and institutions

	discrimination against, and demonization of, rural people

	rural poverty

	immigration

	gun control



These issues are more cultural and pragmatic than ideological.  I don't think this is the place to explain them.  But the next time you find yourself imitating a southern accent to imply that someone is stupid, stop and think.  The next time you talk about "diversity" or "multiculturalism", remember that rural American culture is one of those cultures you say you want to be tolerant of.  Cosmopolitan Western culture is closer to rural American culture than it is to just about any culture in the world.  Culture isn't just music and food; it's also about beliefs and values.  So how are you going to get along with Syrian Muslims if you can't get along with people from Iowa?

There are two areas I need to address.  One is racism.  As Pinker documents in chapter 15 of Enlightenment Now!, racism, sexism, and homophobia in America have decreased dramatically over the past 50 years.  Racism is a political bogeyman which gets a lot of traction in urban environments, but it's one of the key factors driving a wedge between urban and rural culture.  Rural whites are sick of being singled out as racist, especially as racism is more common in big progressive cities, and blacks are more likely to commit racial hate crimes than whites are[68].  But rural America is helpless to fight back.  They have one news network, a few newspapers, and no representation in the major movie studios or in elite universities.

This helpless feeling rural communities have, of being under attack by far greater powers and given no voice in public discourse, is the cause of rural extremism, and the source of the "Trump miracle".  Trump is an asshole.  Most rural people recognize that.  But he's a winner.  Trump being elected was to rural people what Obama being elected was to black people, even though there's nothing rural about Trump.  He's outside of the big hegemonic system bent on crushing them, and that's all that matters to them.  They'd vote for anybody who can defeat the left-leaning party that hates them so.

The other is one Pinker touches on in chapter 10, under "Reaffirming Rationality": trust in academia and the press.  The main reason rural people don't want to take covid vaccines, and don't trust arguments about the economic benefits of immigrants, is that not only don't they trust academia and the press; they've become convinced that the main goal of academia and the media at present is to destroy their culture and their way of life.  And they're right.  So rural people respond to statements by the press the way Russians respond to articles in Pravda: There are always rumors; but once you hear it on CNN, you can be sure it's a lie.  (Or, rather, you can be sure it's not the whole truth.  The mainstream media don't lie; they just omit inconvenient truths.)

This is the fault of academia and the media.[69]  Don't look to rural people to fix this; fix academia and the media.  Give all the masses a voice, not just the ones living in big cities.

Cosmopolitan culture

Western Cosmopolitan culture still resembles the medieval nobility:  a network of people from many countries who identified with each other as a class more than they identified with the people and countries they ruled over.  Most people who consider themselves part of cosmopolitan culture are under the delusion that it's "their" culture.  Not so.  Unlike rural culture, cosmopolitan culture belongs to those at the top.[70]

Dethrone the Ivy League

The University of Paris, Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and, much later, the University of Chicago, were all founded as seminaries, to indoctrinate the future intellectual leaders of society into conservative theologies.  They've only grown more powerful since, especially in the second half of the 20th century.  Since Carter, every US President except Biden, and every Supreme Court justice but two, attended an Ivy League school.  A large fraction of congresspeople attended Harvard, Yale, or Stanford.  Most new billionaires also attended either an Ivy, or a tech Ivy-equivalent such as Stanford or MIT, because big venture capitalist firms and big financial firms are also now run by graduates of those schools, and prefer to invest in others of their kind.  The situation in Europe is different in one big way:  at most elite universities there, anyone who can get in has their college paid for.

Most cosmopolitans think it's great that elite universities are now the gatekeepers to power.  It used to be a central tenet of cosmopolitan culture to believe in the superiority of people educated at elite universities.  Now, that's degenerated into a belief in the superiority of people chosen to attend elite universities – dropping out of Harvard is better than graduating from Duke.  (Perhaps it takes only a short time of rubbing shoulders for the superiority to rub off.)

Rather than get into the question of who can and can't, or could and couldn't, attend elite universities, let me just point out that this is the most intellectually inbred bunch in the nation.  If you value diversity, representation of all sexes and ethnicities isn't enough.  There should be at least one person in the room who didn't go to Harvard or Yale.  It's asking for trouble for a nation founded on democratic principles to choose all its leaders from institutions founded on, and still devoted to, elitist principles.

More to our present purposes, these few institutions are the vectors through which continental philosophy is being spread across the US.  They are the founts of rationalist and irrationalist ideology.  Reducing irrationalism requires reducing the power of the elite universities.

Donations and Foundations

But, you might protest, cosmopolitan culture isn't all run by rich people.  They have grass-roots movements, too!

But do they?  Every "grass-roots" cosmopolitan politician or movement I know is sucking at the teats of some foundation funded by rich people, like the Ford, Rockefeller, Pew, Tides, William & Flora Hewlett, Kellogg, MacArthur, Carnegie, Heinz, Packard, and Dorothy Duke Foundations; or some charitable institution like The Center for Popular Democracy, the Indivisible Project, Run for Something, EMILY’s List, QQQ, and the Equal Justice Initiative.

The Giving USA Foundation estimated that Americans gave $449.64 billion to charities in 2019.  That's more than $1000 per American, and very nearly $4000 per household.  You can therefore be sure that most of this money comes from rich people.

Many of these foundations and institutions have embraced radical leftist/cosmopolitan causes.  QQQ  Most people who consider themselves cosmopolitans are more to the center than the professional activists who controls these foundations and institutions.  What cosmopolitans take to be their own culture is being invisibly foisted upon them by armies of professional activists, hired with tens of billions of dollars donated by the fabulously wealthy.

Beware of other gods

If you focus entirely on fighting Christians, the Hegelians will eat your organization from the inside, as they did the New Atheism movement around 2012 (Scott Alexander 2019).

Beyond politics: Opposing irrationalism generally

Be prepared to be a cultural emissary

The disproofs of rationalist epistemology have finally been found, but are still unknown to rationalists.  There's an urgent need to summarize and systematize the epistemology of today's science, using insights from statistics, cognitive science, evolutionary theory, complexity theory, and machine learning; and to communicate it to the humanities.

The first step is to object every time they say science claims absolute certainty, or seeks only universal truths without regard to human biology or psychology.  Scientists are the people who don't claim absolute certainty.

The second step, I'm afraid, is to learn some continental philosophy.  Things have gone as far as they have because there are so few people who understand both science and continental philosophy well enough to recognize philosophical error, and to explain it in a language a philosopher respects and understands.  If you can't sling at least a little jargon, you won't be taken seriously.  You can get most major radical or rationalist texts as audio now, many of them free from LibriVox.

Read Mein Kampf

That includes Hitler.  With so much Nazi philosophy floating around, unrefuted, it's inevitable that some new form of Nazism will rise again.  But it won't be clad in swastikas and jackboots.  Learn to recognize its internal logic, not words or flags.

Dethrone physics

Scientists would see the contrast between rationalism and empiricism more clearly if they stopped using physics (the "queen of the sciences") as their model of science.  Physics was the first empirical science developed because it's the simplest science.  It doesn't suffer from the complexities that make rationalism so problematic.  That's why scientists who talk about finding universal laws are usually physicists, astronomers, or chemists.

(Mathematics isn't an empirical science at all.  That's why we don't call mathematicians "scientists".  It's a tragedy of history that it was taken as a model for science.  It's a purely formal system, like (or a superset of) rationalist logic.  That's why the last bastion of Platonism in the sciences is in mathematics.)

Fight rationalist cultural imperialism

We must oppose the hegemony of rationalism within the cultural sphere, as in contemporary art and literature, and in the demonization of utilitarianism.  We should not allow any kind of art to be completely dominated by one narrow school of thought, as the plastic arts are today.  The very notion that there is only one proper way of making, displaying, and interacting with Art is moronic.  This is another idiocy of rationalist metaphysics – the belief that, because we have the word "art", it must have a True Meaning somewhere in outer space, and all we need to do to make great Art is to figure out what that one true meaning is.  Poppycock.  There is no way of defining art; the idea smacks of self-contradiction.  We can hope at best to find some family resemblances.  Literature is anything you do with text that someone else finds interesting, and if that means calling a crossword puzzle literature, well, we already call Finnegan's Wake literature, which is just about the same thing.  We must cease our endless wars over whose way of making and interpreting art or literature is best.  The only good theory of literature is Kipling's:  ""There are nine and sixty ways of constructing tribal lays, And every single one of them is right!"

Address the unspoken reasons people may have for rejecting reason

People falling into irrationalism for one of the reasons I listed under "Hidden Reasons to Reject Reason" might never verbalize these reasons, or even be conscious of them.  We can fight subconscious motives only pre-emptively, by telling people things that make those motives less compelling.

Bridge the Gap

I'm not saying that every empiricist is obligated to join a political movement.  I certainly don't want to.  But scientists can no longer afford to hide from the world in their labs or at their computers, paying no attention to anything outside their specialties.

At the very end of Rationality, Pinker wrote, "My  greatest  surprise  in  making  sense  of  moral  progress  is  how  many  times  in  history  the  first  domino  was  a reasoned  argument."  Then he gave examples: Castellio writing against religious intolerance; Erasmus writing that war is, on the whole, bad; Beccaria, Voltaire, and Montesquieu arguing that torture isn't always necessary when punishing crime; Bentham arguing against cruelty to animals and the criminalization of homosexuality; Bodin, Locke, and Montesquieu writing against slavery; Astell and Wollstonecraft writing against the oppression of women.

Ideas have consequences.  It usually takes decades for anything written by an academic to percolate through the university, into the arts, and out to the public, but it eventually does.  To paraphrase John Maynard Keynes[71], everyone now lives in the thrall of some dead philosopher's artists.

Some time around 500 BC, Pythagorus made a startling discovery, seemingly millenia ahead of its time:  that the particular sets of notes which sounded beautiful when sounded together could be explained mathematically.  What might have been the first Greek scientific discovery accomplished something that has never been accomplished as well since: the reduction of aesthetics and values to mathematics.

If Pythagorus had interpreted this phenomenon as a sign that math was a gateway through which earthly experimentation could explain even what we took to be spirit, how different history might have been.  But instead, he took it to mean just the opposite: that math was a gateway to the spiritual realm, through which we could explain earthly phenomena.  Philosophy has been going in the wrong direction ever since, but not until the 18th century did it exhaustively explore all the dead-ends of this turn in the maze.  Instead of tracing its way back to the beginning, it now throws up its arms and declares there is nothing outside the maze, which it condemns us all to run forever.

We live in a society so used to experts and specialists that we expect that every subject has its practitioners, and they should do their job and you should do yours, everyone "minding his own business" as Plato recommended.  But that system has broken down.  Western philosophy is broken, and philosophers can't fix it.  They don't have the tools, the experience, or the methodology.  They don't know what they don't know.  They need help from science, but the paradigm gap is too wide for Pinker to shout across.  Philosophy now must either be saved, or swept aside.

If it is to be saved, someone has to go down into that gap between it and science, and find a way across.  Someone with a degree from one of those places they respect, like Harvard or the U. of Chicago.  But not bearing just a bag of tips and techniques.  They need to know the anatomy and physiology of continental philosophy well enough that together, working with someone on the other side, they can diagnose not just the symptoms, but the underlying causes of its sickness.
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Notes


[1]

Much like our host, Scott Alexander.



[2]

Sadly, I found no math-phobic reviewers who wrote "Pinker's diagrams clarified set theory to me!"  They were as frightened by diagrams as by equations.  Yet these same people think nothing of spending a year struggling through Heidegger, trying to understand a meaning that isn't there.

It isn't any easier to understand Hegel than to understand calculus or relativity theory.  I would say it's much harder.  It's only easier to convince yourself that you understand Hegel.  The more ambiguous, indeterminate, or vacuous a book is, the easier it is to persuade yourself that you understand it, and the prouder you feel when you do.  But someone who merely persuades himself that he understands calculus hits reality hard when he runs into the first question at the end of the chapter, like "Explain geometrically why the definite integral of y = x dx from a to b is b__2_/2_ - a__2_/2_."

(If someone really can't understand calculus, that's no shame.  But that puts them in the bottom 83%, smarts-wise[73], so they should seek some line of work other than philosophy.)



[3]

The most worrying thing isn't how far the parties are apart from each other –  Democrats and Republicans are much closer in their views today than most opposing political parties everywhere in the world have been throughout history.  The worrying thing is the abandonment of the principles of rational debate, and of the conception of democracy as being based not on winning, but on compromising.  It doesn't matter that the parties aren't very far apart, or that they aren't moving apart very fast.  What matters in the long run is that there's no hope in sight of either party ever halting that movement.



[4]

I feel a little guilty including Henri Rousseau in this list.  He may have been guilty of much, but he was the most innocent of men–the Forrest Gump of art.  He was unaware that his reception was the final straw that broke the French avant-garde's mind.

It's a strange story:  Rousseau was initially just a very bad artist with the unshakeable conviction that he was a very great artist.  He painted in an accidentally iconic and cubist style because he never could master shadows, faces, perspective, or proportion.  When his paintings were first shown publicly, at the Salon des Champs-Elysées in 1885, they were slashed and thrown in the trash (Shattuck 1968 p. 49).  The avant-garde found his naive trust and patient self-assuredness so hilarious that around 1894 they turned to a new game: baiting him with false praise and phony awards (Uhde 1911/2005 p. 54-55).

But new people joined the avant-garde who didn't realize the praise was ironic, and Rousseau won over many of his original mockers with his friendly and gentle nature.  And, too, Rousseau began to sometimes achieve striking effects which he never could have had in the Academy style he strove in vain to imitate.  After Picasso threw his (in)famous 1908 party to recognize Rousseau as a great artist, some of the attendees wrote accounts describing it as a lampoon, while others described it as sincere (Shattuck p. 66).  What I think happened in the end was the culmination of the spirit of the fin de siècle: people no longer knew whether they were praising or ridiculing Rousseau, and, as both praise and scorn were subsumed in the same gay and careless spirit, ceased caring.  That was the moment the avant-garde learned to embrace contradictory beliefs with joy rather than guilt.



[5]

To Pinker's credit, Zeno and Wagner each appears once.  Freud, Foucault, and Judith Butler each appear once, but all in a single sentence whose purpose is to explain the argument from authority.



[6]

I'm speaking only of Western intellectuals and Western philosophy in this essay, and mostly skipping the time between Plato and the scholastics.  The world is too big a chunk for me to chew.  More importantly, the general patterns and oppositions I'm writing about don't apply as neatly outside of the Western world, nor between Plato and the scholastics.



[7]

Nazism was not a movement of the masses.  Nazism was a movement of the German intellectuals.

Yes, the masses cheered for Hitler.  Yes, some (though not most) voted for Hitler.  But the masses didn't love Hitler and his ideas because they appealed to the baser instincts of humanity, unpurified by higher education.  The masses loved Hitler and his ideas because the German intellectuals and cultural elite had been programming them, through religion, art, poetry, music, history, and philosophy, with Nazi ideals for over a hundred years.  Nietzsche was just one among them.

Nazism did not begin with Hitler.  The Nazi party did, but every one of its ideas was already planted firmly in German culture long before.


	The hatred of Jews, owing much to Martin Luther, whose On the Jews and Their Lies (1543) advised his followers on how to deal with Jews: "First, set fire to their synagogues or schools… Second, I advised that their houses also be razed and destroyed.… Third, I advised that all their prayer books and Talmudic writings,  in which such adultery, lies, cursing and blasphemy are taught, be taken from them.… Fourth, I advised that their rabbis be forbidden to teach henceforth on pain of loss of life and limb.…  Fifth, I advised that safe conduct on the highways be abolished completely for the Jews.… Sixth, I advise that… all cash and treasure of silver and gold be taken from them…. Seventh, … Let whosoever can throw brimstone and pitch upon them, so much the better… And if this be not enough, let them be driven like mad dogs out of the land." (Waite 1977 p. 250)  This theme was expanded on by others, like Guido von List (Waite p. 91-97), to add components such as the claim that only Aryans (whoever they were) had produced any art or culture (Wagner 1850; see also Waite p. 108; Georg Lanz von Liebenfels, Waite p. 93; Theodor Fritsch, Waite p. 98), a panic about the threat from Jews to the purity of German blood (von Liebenfels, Waite p. 94), the demand that Jewishness be eliminated from the Earth (Karl Marx 1844, Wagner 1871 V10 p. 274[75]), followed by demands for the slaughter of all Jews (Karl Lueger, mayor of Vienna when Hitler moved there in 1907; von Liebenfels; von List; all cited in Waite p. 90-91).

	The military absolutism of Frederick William I (ruled 1713-1740), Frederick the Great (ruled 1740-1786), and their successors, who turned Germany into a military dictatorship and taught the Germans absolute submission to the state unto death and the doctrine that might makes right.  Under Frederick the Great, the military consumed 86% of the budget, prompting the Marquis de Mirabeau to say that Prussia was not a state in possession of an army, but an army in possession of a state.

	The belief, taught by Luther and encouraged by the Prussian kings, that the spiritual life had nothing to do with the earthly state, and that good people ought not to concern themselves with politics (Waite 1977 p. 250). This created a mental divide between personal and political morality, so that one could acquiesce to the slaughter of Jews on the grounds that this was a political act which had nothing to do with your private spiritual walk with God.

	The rejection of democracy in favor of a Messianic faith in a mythic divinely-inspired Leader or Führer who would unite Germany.  This was promoted, for example, in the adoration of the medieval German hero Barbarossa and the Arthurian-like legend that he would one day return to reunited Germany by force; in Hans von Grimmelshausen's Adventurous Life of Simplicius Simplicissimus (1669, Waite p. 252); and by Guido von List in 1911 (Waite p. 96).

	Otto von Bismarck (in office 1871–1890) promoted philosophers like Johann Fichte (1762-1814) and Hegel (1770-1831), historians like Heinrich von Treitschke (1834-1896), moralizing storytellers like the Grimm Brothers, and artists like Ernst Arndt (1769-1860) and Richard Wagner (1813-1883), to fight off Western humanism and liberalism by indoctrinating Germans with racial separatism, the supremacy of the state over the individual, the concept of purity, the virtue of war to purify and strengthen a nation, the uselessness of democracy, the need for national salvation through a Messiah-like Great Leader, a conviction that the Germans, not the Jews, were God's chosen people and destined to rule Europe, and a corresponding necessary hatred of Jews.  Every plank of the Nazi platform was already part of German culture when Hitler was born.  Kaiser Wilhelm and Hitler were the mad leaders raised in this stew of fascist doctrines who did not merely use, but believed, the propaganda.



On July 8, 1915, Germany's intellectual community wrote the "Petition of the Intellectuals", demanding that Germany keep the conquered parts of France, that it also take Belgium and a large part of Eastern Europe, and that its enemies be required to pay high reparations "without mercy".  1,347 intellectuals signed the petition, including 352 university professors, 252 writers, and 158 clergy and teachers.  A more moderate petition circulated by Hans Delbrück gathered 141 signatures. (Waite 1977 p. 291)

In May 1933, in Heidegger's inaugural address as Rector of the University of Freiburg – a position he took over from his former teacher, Edmund Husserl, who had been removed from office by the Nazis as a non-Aryan and whom Heidegger did nothing to defend – Heidegger spoke of "the inexorability of that spiritual mandate which forces the destiny of the German Volk into the stamp of history," and said that "The Führer himself, and he alone, is Germany's reality and law today and in the future." (Waite 1977 p. 325)



[8]

(Barthes 1969), "The Death of the Author", is an instructive example of irrationality, less in what it says than in its reception.  There are 3 interpretations of it:


	The one held by almost all writers and literature professors: that it argues that a critic should disregard the author's intentions.  This is wrong; that's a misinterpretation of (Wimsatt & Beardsley 1946), "The Intentional Fallacy".

	The one held by the elite few literary theorists who've read and understood it:  that it proves that there's no such thing as an author, because originality is impossible.

	The one that's right:  that it merely states that originality is impossible, without argument or citation.



But I'm being slightly dishonest when I say the second interpretation is false.  It does prove that originality is possible, by the standards of proof of today's literary theory community.  Those standards are based on notions of "the discourse" promulgated by Foucault and Derrida, which say, in different ways, that an idea counts as being proven true when enough people repeat it.



[9]

"An original author can say nothing false" is a consequence of "Words can't communicate meaning."  An original author can say nothing false because an original author begins a new discourse, and as there is nothing outside the discourse, the world of the discourse consists only of what the original author said.



[10]

I don't like to capitalize "black" or "white", because that grants those words the status of a nation, culture, or a geographically-defined group.  That's why colonialists often capitalized "white".  Check Google n-grams: "White race" (case-sensitive) was chosen over "white race" 5 times as frequently in 1848 as in 2019.



[11]

Biden's 1986 law to protect blacks from themselves by imposing much harsher sentences on crack cocaine than on powder (Viebeck 2019) was sadly not appreciated at the time as a step for racial justice.  A further idiocy: The menthol ban of 2021 was based on the allegation that blacks, and especially black children, are unfairly impacted by smoking; but the American Lung Association's statistics at the time said that blacks and whites smoke at the same rate, and white children are twice as likely to smoke as black children (ALA, Adult Smoking Rates among Racial and Ethnic Populations).



[12]

The link leads to Biden's Executive Order 13985, which, among other things, revoked Trump's Executive Order 13950, "Combating Race and Sex Stereotyping".  You need to click through to Executive Order 13950 to see what Biden revoked.



[13]

That's how the computer language ProLog ("Programming in Logic") works.  You ask a Prolog system a question phrased as the logical proposition Q.  Glossing over some details, Prolog then temporarily adds not(Q) to its database and crunches out the logical consequences, until either it finds some proposition P for which it can prove both P and not(P) (and your original proposition is proven true, because it's impossible for it to be false), or there are no more deductions left to make (and it's proved nothing, but says false anyway; this is called "negation as failure", and is reasonable if you know everything there is to be known.)

But this means you can prove anything if your database contained P and not(P) to begin with.  Take any proposition Z.  Prolog can add not(Z) to its database, ignore it, grab P and not(P) instead, and has then formally proven that, given your initial assumptions (which include P and not(P)), it's impossible for not(Z) to be true given your assumptions, because your assumptions are impossible.



[14]

Except for relevance logics, a kind of nonmonotonic logic which is designed to be able to accommodate contradictory beliefs.



[15]

Including nytimes.com, washingtonpost.com, nbcnews.com, advocate.com, sciencealert.com, thehill.com, sciencealert.com, christianexaminer.com, American Sociological Association, Saint Pius X Catholic Church, Quartz, catholicnewsagency.com, and The National Queer Organisation Of Iceland, Intersex Iceland, Trans Iceland, and Reykjavík Pride.



[16]

Which I drew over a map from TimeMaps.



[17]

Paul's inversion of the meaning of "faith" was probably accidental.  Hebrews 11:1, translated in the KJV as "Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen", is more-literally translated as ""Faith is the hypostasis [the Platonic Form] of our hope for the future, which cannot be disproved by mere visible evidence".  People at the time would understand this was invoking Platonist doctrine, implying that Paul's hopes were based on abstract dialectic reasons, which (Platonists believe) are infallible, as opposed to physical evidence, which is not only unreliable but speaks only of the degraded temporal world.  So Paul was actually using "faith" to mean the same thing, de re; but because he believed that only abstract reasoning could be certain proof, he stated his definition of "faith" in a way which now reads as "belief without evidence".



[18]

(Botz-Bornstein 2012) doesn't directly say this; it focuses more on the fact that "culture" and "civilization" are more likely to be seen as opposing concepts in continental Europe, and synonymous in English.  This makes the distinction appear not to cut across English as well as French and German.  But if you read carefully, you'll see that those people who use the terms different ways in English are on different sides of this larger linguistic split.  See esp. p. 14: "Retrospectively, the American contrast between culture and civilization, as it had been constructed by Beard, might look like a debate opposing the culture of Old Europe to the civilization of the New World. In the late 1920s  and 1930s, many traditional humanists would see American civilization, with its mass-culture, hedonism, and technology, as the collapse of “Western” traditional values."



[19]

Giambattista Vico used a bizarre combination of definitions (1) and (2) in "The New Science" (3ed 1744):

We should begin our study of gentile learning by scientifically ascertaining this important starting-point where and when that learning had its first beginnings in the world and by adducing human reasons thereby in support of Christian faith, which takes its start from the fact that the first people of the world were the Hebrews, whose prince was Adam, created by the true God at the time of the creation of the world. It follows that the first science to be learned should be mythology or the interpretation of fables; for, as we shall see, all the histories of the gentiles have their beginnings in fables, which were the first histories of the gentile nations. By such a method the beginnings of the sciences as well as of the nations are to be discovered, for they sprang from the nations and from no other source.



[20]

This merits a really big footnote, but I doubt I'll have time to write it before the deadline.  Suffice it for now to say that Jesus seems to be based on myths about Socrates and Plato (son of a carpenter, born of a virgin, descended from God, killed by a mob who furiously rejected his teachings, went to death voluntarily for our good), and that Orthodox (including Catholic) theology blatantly rejects Biblical claims in favor of doctrines pulled directly from Platonic texts, such as the properties of God, meditation on the properties of God in order to achieve henosis, aesceticism, authoritarianism and hierarchy, the "fall" of man, the process of "conversion", and the immortality of the soul rather than of the body.



[21]

Mimicry became common in the 19th century, when Christianity became intellectually untenable, and a horde of philosophers were determined either to pass Christianity off as science, or to patch it up with science.  But I feel guilty about that entire paragraph, because it pretends that "science", "philosophy", "religion", and "politics" are meaningful categories, and all different from each other.  Before the Axial Age, religion had nothing to do with morality or beliefs; it was more like rooting for your city's football team.  And science, philosophy, and religion all dictate different approaches to politics; does that make them subclasses of politics?  I don't think so; I think we need to think in terms of multiple inheritance hierarchies to get around this issue.  But I haven't got space to do that here.



[22]

This helpfully prevented Marxists from studying the relation of Marx to Hegel (Holloway 2002, chapter 7) and thus discovering that Marx's transformation of Hegelianism into Marxism, by simply re-labelling the vertices of Hegel's structure without paying attention to the causal relations between them, had destroyed its structural integrity.  Most notably, by not noticing that Hegel's historicist notion of progress relied on God (sorry; "the world spirit") to manage everything.  Marxism is thus devoid of any explanation of why history should proceed inevitably on its progressive path.



[23]

"In Logical Investigations (1900-01), Ideas for a Pure Phenomenology (1913), and other works, the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859–1939) attempted to reestablish first philosophy—though as a “rigorous science” rather than as metaphysics." (Wolin 2015, section "Phenomenology, hermeneutics, and existentialism", subsection "Husserl")



[24]

Berger & Luckmann later admit that "Since the constitution of reality has traditionally been a central problem of philosophy, this understanding has certain philosophical implications."



[25]

For instance, (Kuhn 1962), (Campbell 1997), (Kasser 2006).  (Chandler 2001, "The Word is Not the Thing"), discussing nominalism, keeps conflating it with its opposite, realism, using the oxymoronic term "nominative realism".



[26]

"While we may say that the essentialist interpretation reads a definition ‘normally’, that is to say, from the left to the right, we can say that a definition, as it is normally used in modern science, must be read back to front, or from the right to the left; for it starts with the defining formula, and asks for a short label to it. Thus the scientific view of the definition ‘A puppy is a young dog’ would be that it is an answer to the question ‘What shall we call a young dog?’ rather than an answer to the question ‘What is a puppy?’. (Questions like ‘What is life?’ or ‘What is gravity?’ do not play any rôle in science.) The scientific use of definitions, characterized by the approach ‘from the right to the left’, may be called its nominalist interpretation, as opposed to its Aristotelian or essentialist interpretation. In modern science, only nominalist definitions occur, that is to say, shorthand symbols or labels are introduced in order to cut a long story short. And we can at once see from this that definitions do not play any very important part in science. … Our ‘scientific knowledge’ … remains entirely unaffected if we eliminate all definitions; the only effect is upon our language, which would lose, not precision, but merely brevity. There could hardly be a greater contrast than that between this view of the part played by definitions, and Aristotle’s view. For Aristotle’s essentialist definitions are the principles from which all our knowledge is derived; they thus contain all our knowledge; and they serve to substitute a long formula for a short one. As opposed to this, the scientific or nominalist definitions do not contain any knowledge whatever, not even any ‘opinion’; they do nothing but introduce new arbitrary shorthand labels; they cut a long story short." (Popper 1945/1996, V2, The Rise of Oracular Philosophy, section 11)



[27]

Actually you'd take a lot more care to make the counts unambiguous, but I don't have space to get into that.



[28]

Everything I've ever read that was written about relativity theory by someone in the humanities said that it introduced relativity into physics.  The fact is that it banished relativity from physics.

Recall that the 1887 Michelson–Morley experiment was considered paradoxical not because it showed that observers in different reference frames could find different values for the speed of light, but because it showed that observers in different reference frames could find the same value for the speed of light.  They were supposed to get different values, for the same reason that passengers on a train throwing a ball back and forth would get a different measurement for the speed of the ball than people standing beside the railroad track and looking through the windows.  The movement of reference frames should affect the measurement of movement.  The fact that observers moving in one direction measured the speed of light as being the same as observers moving in the opposite direction seemed to imply that the people standing beside the railroad track should see the ball as moving at the same speed as did the passengers on the train!

What Einstein did was to show more completely how moving references frames affected measurements of motion, re-establishing the non-relativistic measurement of motion.  For measurements to be relativistic would mean that measurements by different observers couldn't be reconciled with each other.  But, using "relativity theory", all observers do in fact agree on what measurement every observer should make.

This is why Einstein hated it when people called his theory "relativity" (though he eventually gave in and called it that himself).  It was Max Planck and Alfred Bucherer who first used the phrase "relativity theory", invoking the principle of relativity, which says that the laws of physics are the same in all proper reference frames.  This is the opposite of saying that the laws of physics are relative to the observer!

The part that blew the minds of philosophers was that this proved that "time" and "space" are properly understood as being defined via a nominalist (operationalist) epistemology (they're just words we use to denote the results of measurements), rather than a Realist epistemology (time and space somehow Really Exist TM).  But this proved that Kant was right when he claimed (Kant 1781) that time and space aren't real, but merely categories our brains use to organize our perceptions!  Not only did Einstein not disrupt reason; he validated a key doctrine of German metaphysics!  Why aren't continental philosophers unbearably smug about it?

Well, because they're all rationalists.  They'd already gotten over Kant.  Just like Pythagorus with his lyre, and Plato with his geometric proof, they took Kant's earth-shaking revelation and drew exactly the wrong conclusion from it:  If pure reason couldn't access the material world, so much the worse for the study of the material world!  A hundred years into this rebellion against reality, they would rather say that there was no such thing as objective reality, than admit that Einstein had proved that they were wrong about it, and the empiricists were right.



[29]

There are many stories of classical scholars, ancient and contemporary, who "had fantastic memories", like G.K. Chesterton.  They could quote long passages of books from memory.  This was an important skill in the days when books were rare, and you might have to spend days traveling to a monastery to read a book, and then either copy it, or hold it in your memory.

This "fantastic memory" could be partly the result of scholars compressing the hell out of what they read.  We know this was so for ancient bards, who recited oral poems that might be hours long.  Those epic poems are, by modern standards, staggeringly repetitive.  Studies of contemporary Serbian epics, which are still told in Homer's dactylic hexameter, string together hundreds of well-worn tropes and scenes in new orders, with new names.

So in the ancient world, it was adaptive to have an aggressive compression algorithm which threw away a lot of information, thus allowing one to remember more of the things one wanted to remember – at the expense of simplifying one's world model and rendering one incapable of remembering or understanding ideas which didn't fit into that model (like G.K. Chesterton).



[30]

"When the moment of seeing struck me, I fell over laughing and basically didn’t stop laughing for two days, because it was so incredibly stunningly obvious" (Valentine 2018, on Zen).



[31]

I could be wrong, and it may be that different Buddhists mean significantly different things by "emptiness".



[32]

(Borges 1942) is the story of a man whose memory is so perfect in detail that he has great difficulty recognizing that a person seen now is the same person he saw yesterday, or that a dog seen from the left side is the same as when seen from the right side, because he's conscious of every miniscule difference, and incapable of abstracting them away.  "Borges and I" (Borges 1962) is an interior monologue of Borges' own struggle to understand which Borges he is, the public one or the private one, at any moment.



[34]

I think that maybe what happened in the Axial Age was that philosophers figured out clever ways to make religion plausible, thus getting people to take religion seriously for the first time.  The behavior of Western "pagans", notably the Vikings, Romans, Greeks, and Sumerians, was what we today would call very irreligious:  they didn't like most of their gods very much, didn't have any theology, didn't think much about the afterlife, and religion scarcely affected their morals, thoughts, or actions.  Religion was practical, binding communities together and declaring political allegiances; and transactional, exchanging praise and sacrifice some immediate, tangible rewards.  Sumerian hymns to their gods are blatantly dishonest; worshippers praise whichever god they're talking to at the moment as the most-important of all the gods, even though for some gods this was ridiculous, and usually the worshipper was going to give the same praise to some other god the next day.

Before the Axial Age, religion was inherently ridiculous.  Gods were posited as the creators and bringers of order who first rolled that great ball uphill, but any fool could ask, "But who created the gods?", and most of them probably did.  Plato found a very clever and complex way around that problem.  He posited that God was not complex, but perfectly simple – never changing, having no parts – and developed an ontology in which the complex develops from the simple by a process of subtraction.  God's simplicity consists of having all properties and being perfect in all of them.  God is simple in information-theoretic terms in that all one must say or can say to describe God is, "God is perfect."  The universe emanates from God in an iterative process of losing things; beings give rise to lesser beings and things lacking some of their generator's properties and having others to a lesser degree.  Earthly beings thus take much longer to describe.

Plato's process of simplicity giving rise to complexity is, in information-theoretic terms, equivalent to saying that entropy always decreases, while its manifestation in an endless chain of ever-more-degraded beings says that entropy always increases.  Thermodynamics tells us this is incoherent.  Plato said that God was perfectly simple, yet also infinite in knowledge; information theory tells us this is impossible.

The terrible consequence of Plato's error was that, in order to make it plausible that God could have been the first thing, with no need for a creator of God, Plato had to associate simplicity, stasis, and death (which is simple and unchanging) with goodness; and complexity, change, and life with evil.  This inversion of thermodynamics thus inverted the natural value system of pagans, who thought life was good and death was bad.



[35]

I suspect the first European widely recognized to be creative was Goethe or Beethoven, but I haven't found a reference.



[36]

Shakespeare's character Polixenes approved of the artificial creation of hybrid plants in The Winter's Tale, but apparently because, though a human provided direction, nature did the work.  Other early quotes on creativity:


He ever invented new waies of more perfect abstinence, and by exercise did daily more & more increase therein : and although he had already attained unto the highest degree of perfection , yet some things alwaies he did as a new beginner innovate ? punishing, with afflictions, his fleshly concupissence [sexual lust]. -- (Bonaventure 1260/1610 p. 46; the '?' seems to be a typo for ';')

What a notorious follie were it to innovate without infallible assurance of the better? -- (Harvey 1593 p. 133)

Men cannot make worlds; nor can their will create goodnesse in acts indifferent, nor can their forbidding will illegittimate or make evil any actions indifferent, and therefore things must be morally good, and so intrinsically good without the creative influence of humane Authority, and from God only are they apt to edifie, and to oblige the conscience in the termes of goodnesse morall. -- (Rutherfurd 1646 p. 204)

If I have read the New Testament aright, it leaves no room for 'creativeness' even in a modified or metaphorical sense… an author should never conceive himself as bringing into existence beauty or wisdom which did not exist before, but simply and solely as trying to embody in terms of his own art some reflection of eternal Beauty and Wisdom. – C.S. Lewis 1939, in Lewis 1967 chapter 1 p. 6-7

In ultimate philosophy, as in ultimate theology, men are not capable of creation, but only of combination. – G.K. Chesteron, 1931 (Chesterton 2012 p. 82).



The one quote that approved of creativity, I could find no source for:


He who can copy, can create. – Attributed to Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) in (Matisse 1908 p. 39)





[37]

Sorokin mistakenly classified modern art as sensate, because he thought the artists themselves were Bohemian sensualists, and because he hated it.  He was a passionate rationalist, so pure that he formed his own "purer" church, which splintered from a church that had splintered from the allegedly even less-pure Russian Orthodox.  You can feel the spittle on your cheeks when you read his venomous denuciations of modernity and "sensate" culture.



[38]

The phrase "Deus ex machina" (god from the machine) came about because the ancient Greeks called the crane for hoisting actors into the air "the machine".  I'm not aware of any equally-complicated machine which the classical Greeks knew of.  The Greek theater used another impressive machine, the ekkyklēma, a rolling or rotating stage used to mark scenes that took place indoors.  So machinery may have developed as much for the arts as for the sciences.



[39]

If they had only linear motion, they couldn't stay in one place.



[40]

I'm cheating a little here.  Pollock generated some of his paintings using a chaotic process: dripping paint from a spinning paint can swinging from a rope.  So this may be "on the edge of chaos"; but if it is, it's on the edge nearer to randomness than to order.



[41]

Charles Peirce's original pragmatism was an epistemology, not an ethical system.  I grouped pragmatism with ethical theories here because Pinker seems to give the values of humanism the same sort of faithy free pass that William James' pragmatism gives to Christianity (Campbell 1996).



[42]

Pinker is obsessed with conspiracy theories.  He uses "conspiracy" and "conspiracies" 43 times.  4 of those 43 are while explaining that "Conspiracy theories, for their part, flourish because humans have always been vulnerable to real conspiracies" (in The Psychology of Apocrypha).  The others all imply that anyone who holds any conspiracy theory at all is necessarily insane.  Is that rational?

I hate this derogatory use of the phrase "conspiracy theories".  I've never understood, for example, why the idea that Covid-19 escaped from the Wuhan Institute of Virology was dismissed as "a conspiracy theory".  (See Bloom et al. 2021 for a more-moderate view.)  We know perfectly well that there was a conspiracy, by some elements in the Chinese government, to keep the outbreak secret as long as possible, and then to obstruct outsider investigations into the outbreak or the lab.  My gripe is that the only argument presented to the public against the theory was that it was a conspiracy theory.  The only good reason to claim that conspiracy theories are crazy is if you're part of some conspiracy.

Pinker could have used the dismissal of Wuhan Lab origin theory as an example of the neglect of priors.  There was only one laboratory in China studying the coronavirus, and the virus broke out in only one city, and it was the city with that one lab.  The prior odds of that under the lab-origin theory are 1.  If we neglect cities with fewer than a million people, the priors under the animal-origin theory are 1/65.  The priors alone put the lab-origin theory over the 98% confidence level.



[43]

I should have more citations here, but I never bothered recording them, and it isn't as common as you might expect for people to come out and say it explicitly.  Plato allegedly said that "God was a geometer", and allegedly wrote "Let no man ignorant of geometry enter here" over the entrance to his Academy, but after much searching, I've failed to find a source for either quote.  (As Plato's "Academy" was a large garden, it might not have even had an entrance one could write over.)  And whenever Plato tries to use math in his writings, he either bungles it completely (as in the Meno, in which he fails to understand how the proof he has mechanically recited conveys knowledge of its conclusion, and instead concludes that someone who understands a proof must just be remembering something he already knew), descends into mystical numerology (as in the Republic, notably the discussion of the "marriage number"), or draws ridiculous conclusions from the naive application of combinatorics (also in Republic).



[44]

Zeno used a non-linear discrete function, zn+1 = zn / 2, in his famous paradoxes.



[45]

You'll still find rationalists accusing empiricists of believing the human brain is a "blank slate" at birth.  That notion has been dead since Darwin.  Ironically, it's now the rationalists who believe in the "blank slate" (Pinker 2003).



[46]


The [Aristotelian] syllogism is made up of propositions, propositions of words, and words are markers of notions. Thus if the notions themselves (and this is the heart of the matter) are confused, and recklessly abstracted from things, nothing built on them is sound. The only hope therefore lies in true Induction. -- Bacon 1620, Aphorism 14

There are and can only be two ways of investigating and discovering truth. The one rushes up from [past] the sense and particulars to axioms of the highest generality and, from these principles and their indubitable truth, goes on to infer and discover middle axioms [deductive rationalism]; and this is the way in current use. The other way draws axioms from the sense and particulars by climbing steadily and by degrees so that it reaches the ones of highest generality last of all [inductive empiricism]; and this is the true but still untrodden way. —  Bacon 1620, Aphorism 19

The Subjects about which they [the medieval theologians] were most conversant, were either some of those Arts, which Aristotle had drawn into Method, or the more speculative parts of our Divinity. … They began with some generall Definitions of the things themselves, according to their universal Natures: Then divided them into their parts, and drew them out into severall propositions, which they layd down as Problems: these they controverted on both sides: and by many nicities of Arguments, and citations of Authorities, confuted their adversaries, and strengthned their own dictates. But ...  yet it was never able to do any great good towards the enlargement of knowledge: Because it rely'd on generall Terms, [17] which had not much foundation in Nature;and also because they took no other course, but that of disputing.

That this insisting altogether on established Axioms, is not the most usefull way, is not only cleer in such airy conceptions, which they manag'd : but also in those things, which lye before every mans observation, which belong to the life , and passions, and manners of men; which, one would think, might be sooner reduc'd into standing Rules. As for example: To make a prudent man in the affairs of State, It is not enough, to be well vers'd in all the conclusions, which all the Politicians in the World have devis'd, or to be expert in the Nature of Government, and Laws, Obedience, and Rebellion, Peace, and War: Nay rather a man that relyes altogether on such universal precepts, is almost certain to miscarry. But there must be a sagacity of judgement in particular things: a dexterity in discerning the advantages of occasions: a study of the humour, and interest of the people he is to govern: The same is to be found in Philosophy; a thousand fine Argumentations, and Fabricks in the mind, concerning the Nature of Body, Quantity, Motion, and the like, if they only hover a-loof, and are not squar'd to particular matters, they may give an empty satisfaction, but no benefit, and rather serve to swell, then fill the Soul.

But besides this, the very way of disputing itself, and inferring one thing from another alone, is not at all proper for the spreading of knowledge. It serves admirably well indeed, in those Arts, where the connexion between the propositions is necessary, as in the Mathematicks, in which along train of Demonstrations, may be truly collected, from the certainty of the first foundation: But in things of probability onely, [18] it seldom or never happens, that after some little progress, the main subject is not left, and the contenders fall not into other matters, that are nothing to the purpose: For if but one link in the whole chain be loose, they wander farr away, and seldom, or never recover their first ground again. In brief, disputing is a very good instrument, to sharpen mens wits, and to make them versatil, and wary defenders of the Principles, which they already know: but it can never much augment the solid substance of science itself: And me thinks compar'd to Experimenting, it is like Exercise to the Body in comparison of Meat. – Sprat 1667 p. 16-18

It was therefore, some space after the end of the Civil Wars at Oxford, in Dr. Wilkins his Lodgings, in Wadham College, which was then the place of Resort for Vertuous, and Learned Men, that the first meetings were made, which laid the foundation of all this that follow'd. … Their first purpose was no more, then onely the satisfaction of breathing a freer air, and of conversing in quiet one with another, without being ingag'd in the passions, and madness of that dismal Age.  And from the Institution of that Assembly, it had been enough, if no other advantage had come, but this: That by this means there was a race of yong Men provided, against the next Age, whose minds receiving from them, their first Impressions of sober and generous knowledge, were invincibly arm'd against all the inchantments of Enthusiasm. … [p. 54] ... such spiritual Frensies, which did then bear Rule, can never stand long, before a cleer, and a deep skill in Nature. … [p. 56]  The contemplation of that [Nature], … never separates us into mortal Factions; [it] gives us room to differ, without animosity ; and permits us, to raise contrary imaginations upon it, without any danger of a Civil War. – Sprat 1667 p. 53-56





[47]

I did write out and debug a program on paper (a simple text-based arcade game), then type the whole thing into a computer and have it work at the first go – once.  But that was only because I was very, very practiced in debugging code on paper, because


	I didn't have a computer, so I wrote my programs on paper at home, then typed them in on the days I could use a computer

	After I got a computer, I couldn't afford an assembler, so if I made any changes to the code after typing it I'd have to retype the whole thing to fix the absolute and relative references to places in the code, which were numeric, not symbolic

	I also couldn't afford hardware for saving programs once typed in, and when I tested a program after typing it in, it was likely to erase either itself or the operating system (this was before protected memory)



So someone could become good enough at debugging his deductions to draw a valid conclusion rationally, once in a great while, if he first worked as an empiricist, experimentally testing out all of his thoughts and theories.



[48]

We expect the probability distributions of features of {natural kinds, such as humans}, to have normal distributions on every dimension, because the features of natural kinds are determined by a large number of underlying causes, and the central limit theorem tells us that the sum of N probability distributions approachs the normal distribution as N increases.



[49]

C.S. Lewis claimed that the knowledge of what things are good and what things are bad was obvious, universally agreed-on, and universally and eternally true (Lewis ~1943 p54-55, Lewis 1943 chapter 1); and therefore it was unproblematic to follow Plato's doctrine that we must indoctrinate a child completely "before he is of an age of reason" (Lewis 1943 p. 17).  The only concession he made to this was that he happened to live in the only time in the history of civilization when others were so perverse and "corrupt" as not to recognize these universal morals (see, e.g., chapter 7 of Lewis 1961, or chapter 1 of Lewis 1943).



[50]

"Essences" means Platonic forms.  De Man and Culler were claiming that metaphor could be effective only if author had divined that the Forms of the things being compared shared an essential property, pointing to it in the programmer's sense of "pass-by-reference".



[51]


As we shall see … the existentialists will place great significance on such emotions as ‘anguish’ (which Kierkegaard called our awareness of our freedom) and feelings like ‘nausea’ (which Sartre characterized as our experience of the contingency of existence and a ‘phenomenon of being’). – (Flynn 2006 p. 7)

The essential thing is contingency. I mean that one cannot define existence as necessity. To exist is simply to he there; those who exist let themselves be encountered, but you can never deduce anything from them. I believe there are people who have understood this. Only they tried to overcome this contingency by inventing a necessary, causal being. But no necessary being can explain existence: contingency is not a delusion, a probability which can be dissipated; it is the absolute, consequently, the perfect free gift. All is free, this park, this city and myself. When you realize that, it turns your heart upside down and everything begins to float, as the other evening at the “Railwaymen’s Rendezvous”: here is Nausea; here there is what those bastards—the ones on the Coteau Vert and others—try to hide from themselves with their idea of their rights. But what a poor lie: no one has any rights; they are entirely free, like other men, they cannot succeed in not feeling superfluous. And in themselves, secretly, they are superfluous, that is to say, amorphous, vague, and sad. – (Sartre 1932/2013, the third Monday, 6:00 pm; Google's scan of the New Editions 2013 printing has no page numbers)

De trop: it was the only relationship I could establish between these trees, these gates, these stones. In vain I tried to count the chestnut trees, to locate them by their relationship to the Velleda, to compare their height with the height of the plane trees: each of them escaped the relationship in which I tried to enclose it, isolated itself, and overflowed… And I—soft, weak, obscene, digesting, juggling with dismal thoughts—I, too, was de trop. … I dreamed vaguely of killing myself to wipe out at least one of these superfluous lives. But even my death would have been de trop. De trop, my corpse, my blood on these stones, between these plants, at the back of this smiling garden. And the decomposed flesh would have been de trop in the earth which would receive my bones, at last, cleaned, stripped, peeled, proper and clean as teeth, it would have been de trop: I was de trop for eternity. – (Sartre 1932, 1949 New Directions edition, quoted in (Sartre 1943/1956 p. xvi-xvii).  The de trop here is sometimes translated as "superfluous". Lloyd Alexander (the New Directions and Penguin translator) rendered it "in the way"; Hazel Barnes restored the original French when quoting Alexander.)



Sartre's response to the "nausea" of being "superfluous" rather than "necessary" was to invent a morality of freedom, which meant that the only moral action was to act freely.  So he came to praise this very contingency which disturbed him so much.  But his praise of choice and action, for the sake of choosing and acting, has a distinctly nihilist and Nazi[55] flavor.



[52]

Empirical and rational math are connected by analysis, a logical, mathematical system to justify the use of infinitessimals and real numbers.  So rationalism does, technically, work in the real world.  But we're running into something I call the problem of levels.  Symbolic logic can encompass connectionist logic, if you take your symbols as being the nodes in a neural network.  But that's very misleading, because those symbols don't represent things on the same level that everyone who uses symbolic logic wants to use.  You want to talk about "dog", but your symbols have meanings like "a circle of angular diameter of 1 arcminute, centered at (angle 1.3 radians, radius .3 radians) in the visual field, is more red than green in the center and more green than red around that center."  In just the same way, rationalist logic can be used to talk about real numbers and infinitessimals, but doing so introduces a new level of abstraction that's so complicated humans can't do it.



[53]

Empiricists usually use utility theory, which is "rational" in being mathematical.  Rationalists usually use deontology or virtue ethics, which are even more "rational" in that they don't allow the use of real numbers, or of any numbers or measurement at all.  Measurements apply only to the material world, so using measurements in your value system implies it isn't spiritual, and wrecks the rationalist conflict-resolution method, which is hierarchical: every value has a position in the Great Chain of Being, and higher values always trump lower values, regardless of quantity (e.g., one human life is worth more than all the redwood forests).



[54]

Sartre came up with the philosophy he described in Being and Nothingness (Sartre 1943) while a prisoner of the Nazis.  Yet its explication of freedom as the basis of morality (p. 437-438), if one has the patience to decode it, justifies Nazi genocide as well as any other action, if it's done freely, in "good faith":


The nihilation by which we achieve a withdrawal in relation to the situation is the same as the ekstasis [ecstasy] by which we project ourselves toward a modification of this situation. The result is that it is in fact impossible to find an act without a motive but that this does not mean that we must conclude that the motive causes the act; the motive is an integral part of the act. For as the resolute project toward a change is not distinct from the act, the motive, the act, and the end are all constituted in a single upsurge. Each of these three structures claims the two others as its meaning. But the organized totality of the three is no longer explained by any particular structure, and its upsurge as the pure temporalizing nihilation of the in-itself is one with freedom. It is the act which decides its ends and its motives, and the act is  the expression of freedom.



This is probably because he came up with these ideas while studying Heidegger, the most-Nazi of major philosophers.



[55]

For the claim that Nazism was nihilistic:


Franz Borkenau, R. G. Collingwood, Aurel Kolnai, Karl Polanyi and F. A. Voigt … Georges Bataille, Ernst Bloch, Lucie Varga and Eric Voegelin… all concluded that beyond ideology, the fundamental characteristic of Nazism was its quest for power; power as an end in itself, not power as the means for implementing a particular social programme; power as an affective force, an inherent aggression that permanently needed an outlet. Only this belief in life-sustaining struggle, they suggested, managed to hold disparate groups of supporters together, and maintained such a high level of support whether or not the individual promises of the Nazis were fulfilled. – (Stone 2003 p. 18)



Regarding its rationalism, "the Jewish conspiracy runs everything" isn't irrational.  It's unempirical.  It would have been easy to show that Jews did not, in fact, run everything, by listing the people in power and counting how many of them were Jewish.  But listing and counting is empirical, not rational.



[56]

(Chandler 2001) explains at length that the word is not the thing it refers, and is not logically determined by the thing it refers to, at least eleven times in just the first 2 of its 7 chapters (after which point I quit reading in disgust).



[57]


All of Western faith and good faith was engaged in this wager on representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a sign could exchange] for meaning and that something could guarantee this exchange--God, of course.  But what if God himself can be simulated, that is to say, reduced to the signs that were to test his existence? Then the whole system becomes weightless, it is no longer anything but a gigantic simulacrum — not unreal, but a simulacrum, never again exchanging for what is real, but exchanging in itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without reference or circumference.

-- Jean Baudrillard, "The Precession of Simulacra", in Leitch 2010 p. 1560.





[58]

I'd link you to his original post, but it's been taken over by a malware distributor.  Fortunately, you can still find it on archive.org.



[59]

Poor old Epicurus is snuggled up against his opponent Pascal (Guyau 2021 p. 166), because "influenced by" can mean "reacted against".  Paul Feyerabend is a cuckoo's egg planted among the semi-sane people.  Baudrillard is tiny; Murray Rothbard is enormous; and Gautama Buddha and most other Asian philosophers aren't even listed (perhaps owing to the unfortunate habit of Westerners of calling their theologians "philosophers" but calling Asian philosophers "religious".)

It's hard to make sense of the Islamic section, other than to note that, according to its color, it clusters together (as it should) with Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, the medieval scholastics, Descartes, and Leibniz.  But the Islamic part of the graph is disconcertingly heterogeneous; radical Islamists aren't clustered together, but peppered throught it.  The gentle poet Rumi is sandwiched between Islamic extremists Ahmad Sirhindi[zzSir] and Abul Ala Maududi.  Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, founder of the evangelical fundamentalist Wahhabi movement (Al-Malki 2014, Crooke 2015), is grouped with the continental philosophers, between Simone Weil and Albert Camus–apparently due to ties to Nietzsche and Kierkegaard.  Ibn Taymiyyah, the favorite medieval philosopher of Islamic terrorists (Irwin 2001, Islamic Philosopher 2015, Wikipedia entry on al-Qaeda, ISIS 2016 p. 16), appears to be a link between Islam and continental philosophy, sitting just north of Jacques Derrida (and sized much too small for his influence).  I think this is an artifact of squeezing the network into 2 dimensions, because the connections between them travel far away before coming back again.  Yet it's correct, because Ibn Taymiyyah's arguments against Aristotle in (Taymiyya 1309/1993) were repeated, probably unknowingly, by Derrida and other 1960s French postmodernists as arguments against science.  A more-recent founder of radical Islam, Sayyid Qutb, is missing entirely despite there being more references to him on Wikipedia than to Ahmad Sirhindi, Abul Ala Maududi, or Muhammad Iqbal (the largest nodes in the Islamic neighborhood).



[60]

On the other hand, Freidrich Wilhelm IV tried to suppress Hegelianism because he thought it was too liberal.


As reported by Arnold Ruge recalls (see Hoffmeister’s edition of Hegel’s Letters, vol. III, p. 472, footnote to letter #687), the Crown Prince claimed, addressing Hegel directly: “It’s outrageous that Professor Gans wants to transform all our students into Republicans. His lessons on your philosophy of RIGHT, Professor Hegel, are always attended by several hundreds of students, and it is widely known that he gives to your own thought a completely liberal, I would say Republican, color. – (Froeb & Canfora 2007)





[61]

Hitler claimed that he carried a copy of (Schopenhauer 1818) with him all through World War 1 (Spotts 2002).



[62]

The doctrine of "will to power" can be traced all the way back to the Archidamian War, in which it was held at least by some representatives of Athens – an early instance of loss of faith in the gods, combined with a lack of knowledge of empiricism, leading to the opposite extreme of complete relativism.  It's defended by Callicles (and by implication Gorgias, and attacked by Plato) in Plato's Gorgias (Taylor 1930 p. 370).



[63]

C.S. Lewis wrote several times that the foundation of his Christianity was his sensation of the existence of faerieland.  "Faerieland" was his term for another world bordering our own, yet somehow more real, and the source of everything that happened in our world--the true world, of which ours is a reflection or allegory.  His view of it isn't quite Plato's; Lewis thought that the physical world gained rather than lost stature through its contact with "Faerieland".


It must be more than thirty years ago that I bought -- almost unwillingly, for I had looked at the volume on on a dozen previous occasions--the Everyman edition of Phantastes. A few hours later I knew that I had crossed a great frontier.  … the whole book had about it a sort of cool, morning innocence, and also, quite unmistakably, a certain quality of Death, good Death. What it actually did to me was to convert, even to baptise (that was where the Death came in) my imagination. It did nothing to my intellect nor (at that time) to my conscience. … But when the process was complete… I found that I was still with MacDonald and that he had accompanied me all the way and that I was now at last ready to hear from him much that he could not have told me at that first meeting. … The quality which had enchanted me in his imaginative works turned out to be the quality of the real universe, the divine, magical, terrifying and ecstatic reality in which we all live. I should have been shocked in my 'teens if anyone had told me that what I learned to love in Phantastes was goodness. But now that I know, I see there was no deception. The deception is all the other way round — in that prosaic moralism which confines goodness to the region of Law and Duty, which never lets us feel in our face the sweet air blowing from the "land of righteousness," never reveals that elusive Form which if once seen must inevitably be desired with all but sensuous desire — the thing (in Sappho's praise) "more gold than gold."

-- CS Lewis, Introduction to George MacDonald, Phantastes, reprinted 2000, Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans.



Lewis also wrote that it didn't really matter to him whether faerieland was real; it just made him feel better:


Suppose we have only dreamed, or made up, all those things--trees and grass and sun and moon and stars and Aslan himself. Suppose we have. Then all I can say is that, in that case, the made-up things seem a good deal more important than the real ones.

– Puddleglum, in (Lewis 1953)





[64]

And these personal conversations are always a little creepy.  As the stage magician Penn Jillette said,


The question I get asked by religious people all the time is, without God, what’s to stop me from raping all I want? And my answer is: I do rape all I want. And the amount I want is zero. And I do murder all I want, and the amount I want is zero. The fact that these people think that if they didn’t have this person watching over them that they would go on killing, raping rampages is the most self-damning thing I can imagine.





[65]

(Goetz 2009) made another argument that reason might kill us all, which, if clarified, steel-manned, and restricted, says


	technology will continue increasing forever

	technology will offer new existential risks a constant or increasing rate

	due to the exponential or hyperbolic discounting Pinker explained in chapter 2, "Conflicts among Time Frames", rational self-interested agents would accept existential risks at a rate that would guarantee eventual self-extermination



An additional complication not mentioned by Goetz is that, if this is a good argument, then reasonable agents may habitually commit local, pre-emptive genocides or cullings, to prevent the inevitable universal conflagration, like fire-fighters who regularly start small forest fires to prevent larger ones from bursting out.  For example:  If you believe it's likely that someone will build an Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) within the next 30 years that will kill us all, shouldn't you be trying to stop them by provoking a global thermonuclear war?  And if rational agents do such things, will one of their small forest fires inevitably grow out of control?

But as I don't think this sort of thinking is a common reason for embracing unreason, I didn't mention it above.



[66]


With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. . . . We civilised men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of every one to the last moment. There is reason to believe that vaccination has preserved thousands, who from a weak constitution would formerly have succumbed to small-pox. Thus the weak members of civilised societies propagate their kind. No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man. It is surprising how soon a want of care, or care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration of a domestic race; but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed.  – Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, cited in (Wiker 2008 p. 85-86).

If...various checks...do not prevent the reckless, the vicious and otherwise inferior members of society from increasing at a quicker rate than the better class of men, the nation will retrograde, as has occurred too often in the history of the world. – Ibid.





[67]

Or not.  The New Testament makes it clear that St. Peter wasn't Pope of anything, not even of the Jerusalem church; which shoots to Hell Catholicism's foundational myth of the Apostolic succession, but Catholics know the texts and don't care.  The number of people killed in Christ's name, from the Battle of the Milvian Bridge to the present, was well over 10 million, and by percentage of population, would give communism a run for its title as the most-lethal ideology in history.  (I've compiled a list of well-substantiated Christian atrocities, but it's about as long as this document.)  But the Christians I've explained this to, like Marxists presented with a history of Marxism, reply with "No true Scotsman."  (Or, in some cases, "They deserved it.")



[68]

I checked the number of hate crimes reported in the most-recent year, 2019, on the ADL Hate Crime Map, for these cities, which were the only ones I checked.  Other stats are from the Census Bureau, except for votes in the 2016 Presidential election, taken mostly from Harvard.

I began with the two most-progressive big cities in America, two small cities whose voting slant I didn't know, and what I thought was the Trumpiest big city, Colorado Springs.  The results showed a strong correlation between progressive big cities and hate crimes, so I figured people would say the dataset was just too small, and added a bunch more.  I didn't check any stats before adding a city, and didn't remove any cities after looking up their stats.






















































































































































































































































































































		Population April 2020	White alone, percent	Black alone	Bachelor's degree and over 25	Per capita income (2020 $s)	Pop. per square mile	fractionvote for Trump	Hate crimes, total	per 100K	Race based, total	per 100K	Sexual orient, total	per 100K
	Alexandria	159,467	59.80%	21.90%	65.10%	64,835.00	9,314.30	0.188	5	3.10	2	1.30	2	1.30
	Austin TX	961,855	69.40%	7.80%	53.40%	44,829.00	2,653.20	0.307	10	1.00	5	0.50	3	0.30
	Billings MT	117,116	87.80%	1.20%	35.60%	36,709.00	2,399.50	0.623	4	3.40	2	1.70	1	0.90
	Boston MA	675,647	52.10%	24.20%	51.30%	46,845.00	12,792.70	0.147	188	27.80	113	16.70	47	7.00
	Cambridge	118,403	64.30%	10.40%	79.10%	61,036.00	16,469.10	0.067	20	16.90	9	7.60	3	2.50
	Colorado Springs	478,961	77.30%	6.30%	39.60%	35,506.00	2,140.60	0.624	12	2.50	6	1.30	4	0.80
	Detroit MI	639,111	14.40%	77.10%	16.40%	19,569.00	5,144.30	0.032	52	8.10	30	4.70	18	2.80
	DC	689,545	46.00%	46.00%	59.80%	58,659.00	9,856.50	0.043	202	29.30	107	15.50	60	8.70
	Houston TX	2,304,580	51.50%	22.80%	34.30%	33,626.00	3,501.50	0.758	29	1.30	13	0.60	9	0.40
	Lubbock TX	257,141	76.30%	8.00%	33.70%	28,662.00	1,875.40	0.701	3	1.20	1	0.40	2	0.80
	Minneapolis	429,954	62.90%	18.90%	51.80%	40,368.00	7,088.30	0.128	32	7.40	17	4.00	6	1.40
	Philadelphia	1,603,797	39.30%	41.40%	31.20%	29,644.00	11,379.50	0.157	12	0.70	7	0.40	1	0.10
	Raleigh NC	467,665	57.50%	28.90%	51.40%	40,520.00	2,826.30	0.393	14	3.00	7	1.50	5	1.10
	Richmond VA	226,610	47.70%	46.90%	41.20%	35,682.00	3,414.70	0.177	5	2.20	3	1.30	2	0.90
	San Francisco	873,965	44.90%	5.10%	58.80%	72,041.00	17,179.20	0.099	64	7.30	35	4.00	22	2.50
	Seattle WA	737,015	65.80%	7.10%	65.00%	63,610.00	7,250.90	0.084	304	41.20	178	24.20	80	10.90
	Spokane WA	228,989	83.70%	2.40%	31.90%	30,791.00	3,526.20	0.547	9	3.90	4	1.70	3	1.30
	US	331,449,281	76.30%	13.40%	32.90%	35,384.00	87.40	0.489	6406	1.90				


You can tell by eyeballing this that big cities have much higher rates of hate crime, racist and otherwise, than small ones.  But wait – the cities with low rates of racial hate crime seem to be whiter than the cities with high rates.  I thought maybe there just aren't enough people of color in those cities for many racial hate crimes to be committed against them.  But then I checked the FBI's Uniform Crime Reporting statistics on hate crimes for 2019 and saw this:


In 2019, "race" was reported for 6,406 known hate crime offenders. Of these offenders:

52.5 percent were White [including Hispanic].

23.9 percent were Black or African American.

6.6 percent were groups made up of individuals of various races (group of multiple races).

1.1 percent were American Indian or Alaska Native.

0.9 percent (58 offenders) were Asian.

0.3 percent (22 offenders) were Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.

14.6 percent were unknown.



"Race" was recorded for 85.4% of these offenders.  The US Census Bureau says that America is 76.3% white alone (including Hispanic) and 13.4% black or African American alone.  So the odds of a random black person committing a hate crime are ((23.9/85.4) / 13.4) / ((52.5/85.4) / 76.3) = 2.59 times as great as the odds of a random white person committing a hate crime, and (23.9 / 13.4) / (0.9 / 5.9) = 11.7 times as great as the odds for a random Asian-American.  This makes controlling for "number of race-based targets available" problematic.

I decided to do a multiple linear regression of hate crimes per 100K on education, income, fraction of people who spoke English at home, population density, and voting, mostly because that was the only data available that anybody would argue might be relevant.  (Male vs. female would be relevant, but differed little from city to city.)  Language appeared to be unimportant.  I don't see any consistent impact of racial demographics in the table, and its impact on the regression didn't make sense – it was telling me that increases in both whites and blacks reduced hate crimes.  Unless we're willing to blame all hate crime on Asians, as offenders or victims, that meant that my regression was sucking effect from some other variables into those, and that I didn't have enough data for 6 dependent variables.  The sum of whites, Hispanics, and Asians (the major races which commit hate crimes at the lowest rate) mostly fell in the 80%-88% range, so that didn't have much variance anyway.  So I dropped race.  Regressing on the 4 remaining dependents showed that population density and voting for Trump are much too correlated with each other to use them both.  So I ran two linear regressions, using the Google Sheets XLMiner Analysis ToolPak, producing these equations (the dependent variables are all normalized):

racial hate crimes = .84*education + 1.46*income + 1.93*log(pop/mi2) + 5.13, R-squared = 0.29

standard errors of coefficients = (3.84, 4.17, 2.13); p-values of coefficients = (0.83, 0.73, 0.38)

racial hate crimes = .22*education + 2.05*income - 2.49*Trumpiness + 5.14, R-squared = 0.34

standard errors of coefficients = (3.69, 3.74, 1.80); p-values of coefficients = (0.95, 0.59, 0.19)

That R-squared shows these variables accounts for only about a third of the variance in racial hate crimes.  The regression on voting beat the regression on population density in R2, standard error, and p-value, but not by much.  So I can't say that either low population density or voting for Trump is more-causal in reducing racial hate crimes, but it doesn't matter for my purpose, which was to show that racism really is much worse in big cities than in rural, Trumpy areas.  It's intriguing that both higher education and higher income in a city appear to increase hate crime.  I don't think better-educated and well-off people are more likely to commit hate crimes, but I do think they're more-likely to incite hate crimes.  But those standard errors and p-values are lousy, so meh.

It could be that the coefficients on higher income and education are really just showing that they're both correlated with voting against Trump.  So I ran a final regression, with Trumpiness as the only dependent variable:

racial hate crimes per 100K = 5.14 - 3.48*Trumpiness, R-squared = 0.26

standard error of coefficient = 1.55; p-value of coefficient = 0.04

Then it occurred to me that, given such a great p-value, it seemed likely the R2 was lousy because the model wasn't linear.  The distribution of hate crimes per 100K was obviously not linear in anything; it had some extremely large values.  What if hate crimes interact, each one possibly triggering another, like an avalanche in a sandpile (Bak 2006)?  Then I'd be using a linear model to model a power-law function.

So I plotted that last regression:
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Sure enough, it looks like an exponential function.  So this time, I tried to fit the regression to the logarithm of the Clinton vote, and got this:

log(racial hate crimes per 100K) = 0.37 + 0.35*Clintonality, R-squared = 0.39

standard error of coefficient = 0.11; p-value of coefficient = 0.01

That's proof at the 99% confidence level that voting for Clinton in 2016 correlated with racial hate crimes.  I'm not saying it's proof in the rationalist sense.  Just proof of correlation at the 99% confidence level.  It could be that people vote for Clinton not because they're racist, but because they see lots of racism.  Nobody polled the hate-crime offenders to see whom they voted for.  But that, too, would necessarily decouple Trumpism from racist attitudes, as we would then still expect to see more, rather than fewer, hate crimes in Trumpy places.

You could try to attribute the lower level of hate crime in Trumpy cities to the lower rate of crime in general in rural areas, and hope to show that the reduction in hate crimes in rural areas was less than for other crimes.  I don't think it would work; ADL doesn't report hate crimes for cities with fewer than 100,000 people, so all of the cities in that dataset have pretty high crime rates, even Billings, MT.  And most other crimes are motivated by desire or by status, so they should scale differently with poverty or competition anyway.

I later tested racial demographics again, using the (normalized) probability that 2 people chosen at random from a city were of 2 different races out of {white+Hispanic, Asian, black}.  This looks like a significant factor when plotted by itself, with a coefficient of 0.24 and a p-value of 0.09.  But the R2 was only 0.18; and when I added Trumpiness back in, the racial composite variable dropped out completely (coefficient -0.01, p-value 0.93), while the R2 was the same as with Trumpiness alone, and the adjusted R2 was less.  The likelihood of two people of different races meetings seems not to have any impact on the number of racial hate crimes.  Perhaps the effect of a more target-rich environment is cancelled out by the effect of acclimatization to other races.

Northern and coastal or waterfront cities seem to have more racial hate crime than southern and interior ones.  I don't have quantitative data for this, but perhaps the coastal factor is related to the fact that coastal cities northeast of Philadelphia, and on the west coast, have a culture descended from the Puritans, while interior ones were established by agrarians, often Quakers (Fischer 1991, Garreau 1992, Colin 2011).



[69]

I should probably make an annotated list of incidents showing that the major media systematically suppress any information which opposes their narrative, but I don't think it's worth taking the time to do it properly.  It's intrinsically futile, as we need a survey of a random sample of cases of media censorship.  For that I have no other source but those cases I've stumbled across myself accidentally, since cases of media censorship by definition can't be found in the media doing the censorship, and can usually only be found via opposing groups, which don't give a random sample.  But I can at least list ones that come to mind immediately:


	
I was in the computer game industry at the time of Gamergate, and was tangentially aware of it.  It was about allegations that computer game reviews in some major gaming magazines were biased to give good reviews of games by companies who advertised in those magazines.  I heard nothing about misogyny until years later, by which time the actual issues of gamergate had been drowned by major media outlets reporting, uncritically, that it was a misogynist and white-supremacist movement.  The only media outlet I found via Google that had any factual coverage of the matter was Breitbart.



	
Also owing to my connections with the computer game industry, I was waiting for news from a conference on computer game design that was to be held in California.  Then I heard that the conference was cancelled, hours or minutes before it was supposed to begin.  News agencies reported that it had been cancelled for violating the policy of the college where it was to be held, that all conferences must have at least one female speaker.  They spun it as "Sexist videogame developers got what they deserved."  Again, the only news media I found via Google that did any investigation at all was Breitbart, whose reporter interviewed the conference organizers, and learned that they had invited a female game designer, with great difficulty (as there were, at the time, very few of them outside of educational games).  She'd cancelled on them at the last minute, after the audience had already paid for the conference and showed up in California to attend the event.  The university forced it to be cancelled anyway, probably causing innocent attendees and organizers losses in the hundreds of thousands of dollars.



	
The correlation between playing violent videogames and committing mass school shootings is greater than the correlation between access to guns and committing mass school shootings.  The scientific community was almost unanimous on this point when I checked in 2018; the link between game violence or media violence, and real-life violence, has been affirmed by National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence (1969), the Surgeon General (1972), the National Institute of Mental Health (1982), the Attorney General's Task Force on Family Violence (1984), The American Academy of Pediatrics' Task Force on Children and Television, The American Psychological Association's Commission on Youth and Violence, and in publications in JAMA and Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine.  The lone exception is Chris Ferguson, who claims one day that there's no evidence for a link between violent video games and violence, and on the next that the entire American psychology establishment is conspiring to suggest that link (Ferguson 2007).  Every article I've ever read in a mass-market magazine on the issue was either written by Ferguson, or used Ferguson as its primary source.  This is important because urban culture would have us put no restrictions on violent videogames, yet restrict gun ownership in order to reduce mass shootings, when the evidence is that doing the opposite would be at least as good.  It's a classic case of privileging the things important to urbanites above the things important to rural people.



	
Every person in rural America knows that the argument for the Second Amendment is that we need guns to protect ourselves from government tyranny.  I have never in my life seen this argument presented in a single news article about gun control.  I've been asked by adult urbanites, apparently sincerely, what on Earth anyone would want a rifle for other than for committing crimes or shooting deer.  This shows how ignorant urbanites are kept of the rural perspective.



	
Articles about gun control in the major media often cite studies or data showing that violent crime goes up in areas without gun control.  This result is obtained by classifying suicide as violent crime, usually without mentioning that fact.



	
The news media has, for IIRC the past 2 decades, unanimously voiced the opinion that support of the use of torture for any purpose is beyond the pale.  Yet the view that torture is never justifiable has always been a minority view among the American public:



	
2005-2011:



	
March 2016: Only 15% say torture can never be justified (Ipsos Poll Conducted for Reuters, Brussels Topline 3.28.2016).  Poll "has a credibility interval of plus or minus 2.5 percentage points".



	
November 2016: 49% say torture can never be justified (Pew Research).  "The margin of sampling error for the full sample of 4,265 respondents is plus or minus 3.1 percentage points."  (I think something is wrong with survey confidence intervals.)
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	On Sept. 13, 2020, after two policemen in Los Angeles who were just sitting in their police car were shot on camera, execution-style, after a Black Lives Matter protest, I found no mention of it in any major media outlet except for Fox and CNN. It was the 60th article in CNN's news feed, 22 places below "Best showerheads of 2020."  The top seven articles in CNN's feed that day were all either about how bad Trump is, or about how good Biden is.

	In years of discussing Black Lives Matter in the media, not one major media outlet has ever mentioned the fact that the odds of a person in a confrontation with the police in the US being fatally shot are indistinguishable for whites and blacks.  The difference in the probability of a black vs. a white being shot by the police is explained away by the difference in the probability of getting into a confrontation with the police.  You can check relevant data in the FBI's UCR.  I have a friend who was disinvited as a conference speaker just for having pointed this data out in a response on an online discussion forum.  Another point never mentioned is that the converse is true:  blacks confronting the police are much more likely to shoot them than whites are.

	In late 2020, I went into downtown Columbus, Ohio, and found it devastated by Black Lives Matter protests, with many blocks of smashed and boarded-up plate-glass windows.  I'd heard nothing about it on the news.

	The contents of the IPCC reports on global warming are far more modest than any account of them that I've seen via any mainstream media outlet.

	In November 2021, a driver ran his SUV into a parade in Wisconsin, killing 5.  When it turned out he'd posted messages on Facebook saying he wanted to kill whites, most major media outlets dropped the story instantly, never retracting their earlier statements that it had  been motivated by domestic abuse.  The update about his racism was reported by the Toronto Sun, the New York Post, the UK Daily Mail, and Newsweek.  The Anti-Defamation League posted an article titled "Waukesha: Tragedy Exploited by White Supremacists", saying, "Although Brooks made hateful posts on social media and indicated support for some conspiratorial beliefs, there is no evidence that he was a member of any organized group."  Oddly, neither the ADL, nor anyone else, has said we shouldn't say that a killing by a white racist wasn't racially motivated because there was "no evidence that he was a member of any organized group."





[70]

Once, when I lived in Buffalo, I knew the daughter of a billionaire.  She had the habit of referring to Buffalo, grammatically, as if it were a person.  I asked her why.  She said that when rich people say "Buffalo", they don't mean the city, nor the people in the city, but the rich people who control it.  So it makes perfect sense to them to say, "I don't know; let's get on the phone and see what Cleveland thinks about it."



[71]

Keynes allegedly said, "Even the most practical man of affairs is usually in the thrall of the ideas of some long-dead economist."  But no one can say when or where he said or wrote it.



[72]

There is no reference to this footnote.  Are you planning to read all of them?  That's not necessary.



[73]

About 21% of American high school students take calculus (Bressoud 2016 footnote 1, adjusted for 12% growth in AP exams).  [22% of American high school graduates go to a 2-year college and 44% go to a 4-year college](https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics#:~:text=66.2%25%20of%20high%20school%20(or,school%20graduates%20declined%204.2%25%20YoY.).  700,000 of 20 million college students take calculus each year.  700K x (2 years x (22%/66%) + 4 years x * (44%/66%)) = 2.3 million (11.5%) of each incoming class of 20 million college students take calculus.  25% of students taking calculus in college have never taken it before (I think the author misinterpreted the cited source, but it's the only data I have).

So 21% of high school students take calculus, and (1/4 x 11.5% x 66% = 1.9%) of high-school graduates went to college and there took calculus for the first time.  That implies that 23% of high school graduates took calculus (and also that over 90% of people who took calculus, took it in high-school).  The Mathematics Association of America (MAA) reported that 25% of college Calculus 1 students failed the course (Ayerdi 2017, abstract, probably referring to Bressoud et al. 2015)[74].  That gives us a lower bound of 0.17 for the fraction of the population that is able to pass calculus, assuming that people who didn't go to college aren't more likely to be able to pass calculus, and that failing calculus is no more common in high school than in college.



[74]

Also, holy shit, that kid's honor's thesis has been downloaded 5,911 times.



[75]

(Wagner 1871) was difficult to find, doesn't seem to exist in English, is written in an exceptionally ambiguous gothic script, and Google translate can't translate it.  So I'll give my own translation here.  It says: "Nur aber, wann der Dämon, der jene Rasenden im Wahnsinne des Parteikampfes um sich erhält, kein Wo und Wann zu seiner Bergung unter uns mehr aufzufinden vermag, wird es auch -- keinen Juden mehr geben."  Probably, "Only when the demon, the one raging madly in the party struggles around it, finds no place or time among us to recover, will there be--no more Jews."  Or else, "Only when the demon that rages in you in your mad party struggles finds" etc.  (I'm not fluent enough in German to feel confident in how I'm grouping the nested hierarchy of relative clauses.)



[76]

I had an argument with one Marxist friend after he said "property is theft".  I replied by describing a case where some workers got together and built a bread oven so that they could bake and sell bread.  After they'd built the oven, they began renting it out to other bakers when they weren't using it, making them capitalists.  Was this theft?  He said no, but then went right back to assuming that all property is theft.  I was unable to get him to notice that he kept switching forth between the two ways of quantifying his statement, even by pointing it out.






Reason and Society in the Middle Ages by Alexander Murray

I. The Premise

Everyone reading this review, I expect, will be in some shape or form convinced that rationality is the way forward for, well, whatever one’s goals are. How to be rational, how to apply it to the world, how to prioritize and strategize towards goals, all are worthy subjects that have been explored in this community. However, why our reason is the only acceptable tool for these tasks is a different question. In fact, it's something of a nonsensical one; to argue for why we should use our reason must necessarily rely on arguments based on it, forcing us into circular reasoning. While I, and the work I review, don’t pretend to answer this already well-chewed over philosophical problem, we do nevertheless offer an explanation for why we all do all agree on reason. A tacit agreement among people is a social norm, and social norms have a human history entangled with belief, institutions, and power - one that we must examine, not as philosophers, but as historians. This, then, is the value of Alexander Murray’s 1978_Reason and Society in the Middle Ages_.


	
“Greeks” and “Hebrews”





Murray begins by pointing out that problems in society, we rational moderns have assumed, arise from a lack of understanding of those problems. The solution to social problems is the solution that has served so well in other arenas since the Enlightenment, more study, more analysis, more science. The institutions responsible for social problems have failed? Study them, then. Once the core of the problem has been located, understood, and made obvious to everyone, no one will be able to disagree, and the problem is solved. Murray’s point is that this is a historical mentality, something that has not always been true, and emerged at an identifiable time and place among identifiable people. Murray dubs this mentality the “Greek” mentality: social problems, as well as any other problem, are problems of ignorance, and they can be solved through rational inquiry and education.

Forming the other side, then is what Murray calls the “Hebrew” mentality. The problem is not one of not knowing what to do, the problem is whether men have the will to do it. Men know perfectly well what the ultimate solution is; social problems originate in men’s moral “perversity”, the refusal to do what one should despite knowing it. He quotes Genesis 3:17 to illustrate the point:


Because you have eaten of the tree of which I commanded you ‘You shall not eat of it’, cursed is the ground because of you.



A Greek would ask why eating the fruit would cause the ground to be cursed, a Hebrew recognizes himself when Adam chose to do wrong despite already knowing it would curse humanity. According to Murray, this is fundamental to the Judeo-Christian worldview.


	
The Scheme





Ok, then, but wasn’t this supposed to be about history? This kind of Continental philosophizing is really outside what historians are supposed to be doing, even for 1978. So, Murray proposes that the Judeo-Christian synthesis with Hellenistic culture in the dying days of the Roman Empire would lead to an unresolved tension in Medieval thought; one that wouldn’t be escaped until the Protestant Reformation. After the Reformation, neither “camp” embraced one or the other mentality, rather, this was simply lost in the more politically relevant question of Catholic vs. Protestant. Before this, though, there was no room for thought that completely discarded one or the other mentality, Medieval scholastics, if they were to explain the world’s problems and guide us to solutions, had to accept both “Greek” and “Hebrew” mentality and synthesize them. Absent the ideological fragmentation of the Reformation, the tension is played out in the social history of intellectuals and institutions.

Before Murray launches into this history itself, he explains his method. “Mentalities” are not something that you can directly assign to individuals or works, nor do historical actors nominate themselves to them. Historiographers will recognize the term, from the 20th century French Annales school, the “histoire des mentalités”. Instead of looking at particular people, events, or trends, the histoire des mentalités looks at people’s way of thinking about the world around them by how they tried to interact with it. In our local lingo, a mentality is people’s “mental model” of the world, their worldview as expressed through action. We can avoid sticky questions that come from fragmentary evidence of particular persons, and instead try to fill in the gaps by making explicit the tacit implications of what they do say and do.

Murray, as a social historian in the 1970s, is also quite clearly avoiding of a Marxist view of classed society. (In passing, he diagnoses Marxism as a modern synthesis of Greek and Hebrew, a putatively scientific analysis of capitalism with a moral exhortation to end it). Murray instead wants to look at “classes” that track our two mentalities, not either side of a particular economic relationship. He instead points to the medieval metaphor of the “Wheel of Fortune”. (Readers may remember a mangled reference to this in Game of Thrones’ “breaking the wheel”). Murray wants to look at, during the Medieval tensions between Greek and Hebrew, which social groups (and the mentalities they hold) are on the way up, to the heights of power, and which are on the other side of the wheel, on the way down. It should be clear, by Murray’s view, which mentality rode what side of the wheel.

All of that is the introduction, but its necessary to understand why this isn't just a work of history. Nevertheless, the remainder is history, split into 4 major sections. The first is on the economic and power structures of the western world as it emerged from the wreckage of the Western Roman Empire, the second tracks the ascending social status of mathematics and mathematical skill, the third, the same for “literate” skill, and the fourth, the descent of nobility and religion on the far side of the wheel. Being medieval though, the history defies this easy categorization for an interlaced and self-reinforcing tangle. Strap in.

II. The History


	
Economics and the Mind





Despite what you may of heard, the Western Roman Empire really did fall, at least when it came to its economy. Money, as a concept, had to be slowly re-introduced to Europe from the Islamic caliphates to the south and east. At first it was usually a way of evening out a barter, pre-divided bullion to make a trade in goods balance out. Real wealth was in land, and the power to command loyal followers to take more, as Charlemagne did in the years around 800.

Around 950 to 1100, though, Europeans came to see money itself as an object of desire, and a route to power. Liquidity in wealth could mean social liquidity, abstraction of wealth could mean abstraction of power. Pecunia stops being a word for “treasure”, a reserve of non-fungible valuables, and returns to its classical connotation of “cash”.

This new mobility was disturbing to a previously static society; in Christian polemic, avarice replaced pride as the root of all evil. Simony (the sin of buying and selling positions in the Church) suddenly became the number 1 priority for Church reformers, whereas previously, it was hard to distinguish from standard political favor trading. Widespread persecution of Jews was largely absent until Europe's re-monetization; being exempt from the Christian disquiet over the new liquidity, they became a conspicuous target, despite being only roughly 2% of Europe's financiers around 1200. Money, and its new ability to overturn social order, rapidly became a favorite target for satirists. Murray translates Petrus Pictor’s De denario:


A handsome lover visits his fair whore

But brings no money - and is shown the door

A monster follows, money in his wallet,

And finds a banquet ready for his palate…



Although condemnation is more ready from our sources, Murray really wants to talk about the opposite side of the point - ambition. At the same time wealth and power were growing beyond a coterie of warlords dominating land into a state, men were needed to run that state. Intermediary business men, those who could turn money into resources, suddenly found that they were needed by the state. Kings like Henry II of England read Vegitius’De rei militari and decided they didn’t need loyal knights ready to assemble, but logisticians who could guarantee a well provisioned siege. Nobles needed to invent the concept of hereditary knighthood in order to justify their rule, when all it took was money to buy the horse and harness that backed their prior claim. The prior term for a knight, the Latin miles, merely indicated an armed man; the term prud'homme had to be coined to indicate that his place as a prudent man for the king is what set him apart.

A peculiar manuscript of the time, the Secretum Secretorum, was the handbook of the ambitious man. It wasn’t a book of moral exhortation, rather, the route to power was through the pseudo-virtue of prudence, knowing what to do. It purported to contain some of Aristotle’s advice to Alexander translated from Syriac to Arabic to Latin, more likely it was a 10th century Arabic “Mirror of Princes”, a handbook to courtiers. Although it is little remembered now, the Secretum was one of the most copied manuscripts in the central Middle Ages. Along with commentary on everything from anatomy to astrology, the Secretum presents a view of the state radically different from prior medieval thought. It presents this diagram:

[image: ]

Each item causes the one next to it, cyclically. The king relies on the army, the army on the state, etc. Each item is integral to the one opposite to it - notice what lies opposite of “king”. The supposed wisdom of the ancients was clear: if you wanted to run a successful state, you needed money. If you wanted to be a part of the newly growing state apparatus, a courtier with power, there was no better route than being a money man, a man who could count.


	
Arithmetic





Fungible wealth, by definition, has a quality that wealth in land, treasure, and loyalty does not - countability. The monetization of Europe’s economy, and close behind, the state, meant that a money man was a man of arithmetic. Too bad, then, that the state of mathematics at the turn of the millennium was pathetic. The Venerable Bede, in 8th century England, wasn’t argued with when he calculated the proper date of Easter because there were no other clerics available that could understand the math. He popularized dating his histories by_Anno Domini_, dating from the birth of Christ instead of a local regnal year; basic mistakes in addition and subtraction by his scribes irritated him to no end. The Carolingian Renaissance, despite introducing the 1 librum (pound) = 20 solidus (shilling) = 240 denarius (penny), had few scholars who mastered the major computus, the sum total of mathematical knowledge of the West, monks instead relied on a complex system of hand contortions to calculate sums. The counting system from Alcuin’s “Propositions for Sharpening Youth_”_ only functions up to 9000, and few saw the need to go further.

Gebert of Aurillac (946-1003) wrote a treatise on the abacus, which he himself learned as a young man in Catalonia on the border of Muslim Al-Andalus. Records of this improvement only exist by accident - his later election as Pope Sylvester II ensured that his correspondence with his students was preserved; most also record their bafflement by Gebert’s dalliance with arithmetic (he himself would later admit his skill only with embarrassment.) The medieval abacus was simply a table, or a cloth placed over a table with a grid on it. Each column of the grid was labeled, right to left, 1, 10, 100, and so on. To count, stones, coins, or other counters would be placed in a grid cell until they equaled the value of the next column; 1 would be slid over and the remaining 9 removed. It was the position of the counter along the rows that indicated a value, not merely their total. Each row would store a different number, and a simple set of operations could add, subtract, multiply and divide them; Gebert’s abacus could handle products of 1010. Soon after, rather than needing 10 counters in a cell before moving over, a set of specially made counters, each with a scribbled symbol derived from Arabic, 1-9, could serve. Once there, it was a short jump to move the counters in the head, and tracking the state of the abacus table on paper, drawing empty cells to the right to mark the value counters position - the “0”.

Murray points to the growing adoption of the abacus and Arabic numerals as a sign of the growth in numerate mentality. Leonardo Bonacci (Fibonacci) of Pisa’s 1202_Liber Abaci_ may get credit for the introduction of Arabic numerals among Florentine financers, but it is the halls of power that we see it grow first. Adelard of Bath, who learned the abacus in his travels to Norman Sicily (which still used the state apparatus left by its prior Muslim occupants) was personally excused by King Henry I from a fine in recognition of his service. The Dialogus de Scaccario (c. 1180), a handbook on how to run the Exchequer under Henry I’s grandson, Henry II, directly explains how the abacus is operated in front of the both the sheriff delivering the taxes and the king’s appointed accountants (a grid on a massive table is surrounded by bleachers is wonderfully legible). Where scholars of the day regularly exaggerated and rounded off numbers of men in armies and the tons of food provisioning them, Exchequer records provide exact numbers down to the last man and bushel. Artisans, architects and businessmen presumably had their own functional techniques to operate, but the growing state demanded accountable, legible mathematics and the men that could provide them. Just as the Secretorum recommended, inculcating the mentality of generalized arithmetical reasoning was a route to power.


	
Reading and Writing





Less obscure sources are needed to track the growth of literacy in this period, and scholarship has made more progress here; Murray focuses on the social drivers for adopting the mentality of literate rationality. Here too, the story begins with money, but for a different reason.

In the Gregorian Reforms efforts to stamp out simony, they needed an alternative standard for what qualifies a person for church office. The philosophers got their way on this one, the reformers concluded that bureaucratic accountability and legibility in the church was its defense against further corruption. What does it take to operate a bureaucracy? Literate reasoning.

Therefore, one’s education in the liberal arts is what qualified one for priesthood. The problem, then, was where to find enough educated people to fill all the offices. Benefices (effectively, endowments for the church) were set up to send bright but poor young men to study under prominent scholars. Eventually, there was enough demand for teaching that permanent education establishments were made - universities. Education became a career move.Although high church office was traditionally held by well connected nobility, poor young men began to work their way up the ladder. The Latin term clericus stretched to include not just what English calls a “cleric”, but began to mean “clerk” as well; the root is the same.

This production of elites was not without its anxieties. There were only so many benefices and offices to go around, newly minted intellectuals imitated nobles with catty boasts and sniping at each other, just at their writing, not their prowess in battle. Uneducated clerics, still holding the politically relevant bishoprics, were mocked as rusticae, bumpkins. The Biblical fact that the original founders of the Christian Church, the apostles, were illiterate, was regarded as a mystery. Other intellectualist reform movements like the Waldensians, Joachites, and Wyclifites were both an opportunity to drive out excess educated careerists as well as display literate skill. Wycliff criticized the growing intellectualism of the church, but himself had to do so on the intellectuals playing field - reasoned debate. French intellectuals denigrated Florence, and its scholars trained in Bologna, as too warm to generate sober reasoning, Italians retorted that Paris was too cold to have the right humors flow properly. The goalposts of what counted as “literate” moved from “being able to read and write” to “well versed in classical thought and able to write elegant Ciceronian prose”. The one thing that these new literati could agree on, though, was that non-intellectual elites had to go.

As the church struggled to accommodate these elites it was overproducing in universities, those educated young men turned to convincing kings that their skills at bureaucratic accountability would serve state power better than the military elite. And convince them they did. Royal household budgets (because they were now being recorded) show a consistent tenfold increase in expenditure on writing materials every century for the 11th through the 14th. Paper mills, producing a heretofore known but unneeded material, had to be built when parchment production stalled. Spectacles had to be made to keep aging clerks in the business. Where noble’s lawsuits based on half-remembered norms had to be adjudicated ceaselessly by monarchs, written law executed uniformly by clerks freed the monarch to turn his attention to more exciting tasks, like war. As the literates were happy to point out, the ancients agreed that virtue came from reason; surely the military elite could not inherit virtue. Literates combined with numerates not only to form the “Greek” mentality, they did everything they could to make sure it was the rising side of the wheel of fortune.


	
Nobility and Religion





As one mentality rides the wheel to the top, that previously there must necessarily fall. The history of the “Hebrew” mentality, where the world is to be understood not through reason, but will, is less appreciated by scholarship, but a necessary counterpart to Murray’s history.

It is widely accepted history that the hereditary military aristocracy of Europe had installed itself in power through the pure, brutal necessity of the post-Roman and especially post-Carolingian chaos. Describing the military elite as miles, the Latin word that had simply meant “soldier”, implies the sad truth that aristocratic levels of wealth were required to arm a man with basic military necessities - a sword, harness, helmet, and horse. The ability to deploy these military basics elevated a man to military power that other Europeans simply couldn’t challenge. However, what started as simple economic disparity, had by the time of Murray’s interest, had crystallized into a mentality built on military virtue. What sustained a brotherhood of a noble and his retinue through the tribulations of battle and the chaos of shifting alliances wasn’t something one could find in a book, it was loyalty and sheer will to survive. The duty of a noble to his society was magnanimity, great and grand deeds only a great soul could produce. Mental (and moral) fortitude was how one changed the world, not clever reasoning. If a subordinate didn’t deliver the taxes on time, it wasn’t a problem of innumeracy or illiteracy, accountability and legibility, or institutional design, it was personal disloyalty and their moral failure.

However, as kings found that personal disloyalty and moral failure persisted as the state grew, but the numerate and literate clerks coming out of universities could deliver state capacity regardless, the nobility found their purpose in medieval society gradually diminishing. Murray points to genealogical studies that noble families that were not at the apex of power consistently died out over the later Middle Ages. Only 51% of 2,003 medieval German nobles studied married, 28% became ecclesastical celibates, and the remaining 21% simply dissapear from the record. Murray argues that literature celebrating unrequited love reveals a “soul sickness” among the nobility. Their still-privileged economic position served only to prove to them the emptiness of their lives. What was the point of having children and sustaining the noble family when they were increasingly unnecessary? Their military virtue, their cultivation of ferocious will was pointless. Deprived of purpose by their replacement by Greeks in the halls of power, the rank and file of medieval nobles suffered from a teleological ennui.

What was the solution? Monasticism. While the Greeks took over church offices on their mission to fix the world through empowered reason, nobles went to the cloister to exercise their Hebrew will in prayer. Monastic celibacy freed them from the obligation to reproduce their line. Military discipline became spiritual discipline, their ferocity in prayer would heal the world’s sins. Bernard of Clairvaux and Francis of Assisi, both noble sons, had their formative spiritual crises and conversion on the way to battle. Bernard’s enthusiastic support of the Crusades and the Knights Templar was not a contradiction, nor a coincidence. Hagiographies of this period begin to report that St. Hubertus (yes, the Jägermeister guy) converted during that most noble of activities, hunting (itself a kind of training for war). Thomas Aquinas, although plenty Greek in his mentality, was kidnapped and imprisoned by his own (noble) family to keep him from joining the Dominicans. According to Murray, many such cases.


	
Saints





So while the Greek rationalists rode the wheel up, the Hebrew nobles rode it down, and bowed out of our records. Murray’s last move is his most obscure. As said at the beginning, Catholic medieval European society required a harmonious synthesis of these opposing mentalities. The solution was embodied by the most medieval of concepts, the saint.

Murray estimates that over 28,000 different saints are documented from the medieval period. Of his samples where the saint's social origins are recorded, 87% are noble, and most of the remainder are burghers (the emergent, town-based middle class). So saints are Hebrews? Not quite. Saints consistently reject their nobility through self-humiliation, in some cases literally shoveling shit. Their incompetence at the work (what does a military elite know about mucking out a pigsty?) only serves to reinforce their humility.

Purging themselves of their nobility through Hebrew will, they then turn to the Greeks. Saints are consistently praised for the virtue of parrhesia, frank speech. In this case, speaking truth to power. Unlike ambitious and clever courtiers, saints can be relied upon to provide arguments that are not just well reasoned, but exactly what the king needs to hear. Peter Chanter, a scholastic unusually attuned to the realities of power, praised parrhesia to no end; and it is no coincidence that his most famous student was Thomas Becket.

Beckett rose through Henry II’s court as a talented clerk. Because Beckett had never held church office, Henry assumed that Beckett would continue to put the royal government first when he had Becket made Archbishop of Canterbury. Instead, Beckett became such a thorn in Henry’s side that Henry famously asked “Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest?” and Beckett was murdered by four of Henry’s knights. This was instantly understood by medievals to be a case of holy martyrdom, Becket was canonised in record time and the site of his murder became a poular pilgrimage.

Murray interprets this, and many other less-famous cases, as evidence that saints are social amphibians. Their nobility sets them up, practically, for success, but their rejection of its privileges makes them a friend of any economic class. More importantly, their personal example transcended the Greek / Hebrew divide. They exerted noble, military will to achieve personal holiness so great that they understood Scripture, and thereby the world, in ways that rationalists could only concede. Holiness made you think better. Saints were venerated by, as a Jew visiting a community founded by St. Norbert observed, the “educated and uneducated, healthy and sick, noble and ignoble.” Sainthood was the escape from the turn of the wheel of fortune.

III. Conclusions and Observations

What to make, then, of what is, in a very medieval way, something of a beautiful mess of a book. Murray concludes on the last page of the book, a little lamely to my mind, that our “scientifically triumphant but humanly restive century” could use a little more Hebrew mentality. I suppose it's the journey, not the destination. Murray’s ability to find examples in nearly every source available for the European Middle Ages is formidable, but it reflects the very density and messy interconnectedness of the medieval worldview that our rational, “Greek” mentality has since cleaned up. Its page count belies the richness of every page.

From what I’ve seen, Murray’s work, along with related work from Michael Clanchy and Georges Duby, has mostly fallen out of interest in academic history. Murray published a book on suicide in the Middle Ages much later in his career, and little else. The mentalités method can be both exacting and vague, it requires a torrent of examples that all must be interpreted just so, with a healthy dose of speculation filling the gaps. It’s better suited to microhistories of tiny French towns than the colossal subject of a centuries-long and continent-wide intellectual transformation. I don’t think it was printed more than once, judging by the slim pickings on Amazon. My copy was surplussed out of Carnegie-Mellon’s library, and judging by its condition, it wasn’t checked out much.

In fact, it’s a little strange that an obscure work from the late 70s resonates so much with what rationalists concern themselves with today. State power seeking legibility through rationalized administration for its own benefit over the objection of its subjects looms over this history. The book was actually recommended to me by my advisor, who had briefly been a student of James C. Scott, although it was prior to Scott’s Seeing Like a State, and the advisor had no awareness of the rationalist community or my interest in it. New money and new math’s strange ability to reorder the world around us. The hordes of ambitious young men graduating from universities only to find no place in the Church hierarchy they were trained for sounds like Peter Turchin’s theory, but the result is far weirder and more interesting than vague warnings of social disorder. Murray’s diagnosis of “soul sickness” and nobles’ turn to monasticism reminds me of nothing so much as Jordan Peterson’s “Make Your Bed” brand of self help - turn away from the world’s problems, and focus on your self-discipline.

Really, the value of this book, especially for readers in this community, is in making us aware of the conditionality of our present confidence in rationalism. Seeing scholastics torturously justify reason, inch by inch, only for its cause to be carried by the convenience of  new European state power, is not just a pleasure to read but a useful reminder to partisans of rationality that men are not moved by argument alone.






Robert E. Lee: a life by Allen C. Guelzo

Judged by its consequences, Robert E. Lee’s decision in April, 1861 to refuse the command of the Union army and instead offer his services to his home state of Virginia was arguably the most disastrous decision any American has ever made. If Lee had accepted the offer, Lincoln would have had the competent, aggressive general he wanted at the outset of the war, instead of having to search for two years until he found Ulysses Grant. At the same time the South would have been deprived of its most effective general. It is of course speculative, but plausible, that Lee would have taken Richmond by the summer of 1862, essentially ending the war in Virginia, and the rest of the South would have been defeated not long after. Most of the death and destruction of the Civil War occurred in 1863 and 1864. No Antietam, no Gettysburg, no Cold Harbor, no “Burning” of the Shennandoah Valley, no Sherman’s march, no Andersonville prison. No assassination of Abraham Lincoln. The South would have been left far less impoverished at war’s end, and both North and South far less embittered. As for Lee personally, his family would have kept their Arlington estate, now Arlington National Cemetery, and he would have been a national hero. Where the Lincoln Memorial now stands there might well be a monument to Lee.

In addition to the terrible consequences, Lee made his decision to fight for the pro-slavery side despite knowing that slavery was a great evil, opposing secession, and believing that the North was very likely to win.

Somehow, notwithstanding these reasons for regarding him as one of the supreme villains of American history, for many years Lee seemed secure in the pantheon of great Americans. Since his death in 1870 he had occupied a different category than other figures associated with the Confederacy. Why was Lee so esteemed even among non-Southerners? The answer lies in a combination of his personal character and his behavior after the Civil War. Theodore Roosevelt, who had no sympathy for the Lost Cause, described Jefferson Davis as enjoying “the unique distinction of being the only American with whose public character that of Benedict Arnold need not fear comparison.” Yet Roosevelt greatly admired Lee. Roosevelt regarded Lee as a great commander, but that was not the primary basis for his admiration. In 1907, on Lee’s 100th birthday, he wrote:

The circumstances [at the end of the Civil War] were such that most men, even of high character, felt bitter and vindictive or depressed and spiritless, but General Lee’s heroic temper was not warped nor his great soul cast down. He stood that hardest of all strains, the strain of bearing himself well through the gray evening of failure; and therefore out of what seemed failure he helped to build the wonderful and mighty triumph of our national life, in which all his countrymen, North and South, share. Immediately after the close of hostilities he announced, with a clear sightedness which at that time few indeed of any section possessed, that the interests of the Southern States were the same as those of the United States; that the prosperity of the South would rise or fall with the welfare of the whole country; and that the duty of its citizens appeared too plain to admit of doubt. He urged that all should unite in honest effort to obliterate the effects of war and restore the blessings of peace; that they should remain in the country, strive for harmony and good feeling, and devote their abilities to the interests of their people and the healing of dissensions. To every one who applied to him this was the advice he gave.

Lee’s high reputation was not limited to the United States. In 1925 Major-General Sir Frederick Maurice carefully and dispassionately examined Lee’s generalship in Robert E. Lee the Soldier. His considered judgment was that Lee was a superior general to the Duke of Wellington - high praise indeed from a British military historian - and belonged among the greatest military commanders in history. Winston Churchill thought that Lee was “one of the noblest Americans who ever lived, and one of the greatest captains known to the annals of war.”

Lee has never been without critics, particularly during and after the Civil War, but for over a hundred years Theodore Roosevelt’s was the predominant opinion. President Eisenhower, a career military officer, was but one of many prominent Americans not from the South who deeply admired Lee. He hung a portrait of Lee in the Oval Office and wrote that American youth should “strive to emulate his rare qualities.” Such views were reflected in thousands of books, articles, and speeches, and embedded in cultural landmarks such as Stephen Vincent Benet’s epic poem John Brown’s Body, Michael Shaara’s novel The Killer Angels, and Ken Burns’ celebrated Civil War documentary. Throughout the 20th century Lee was not a partisan or controversial figure, and was admired even by liberal democrats. In 1972, in his enormously popular television documentary America, Alistair Cooke called Lee “the last gentle knight of modern warfare,”  “a man so so deeply human that it's incredible to us - to me at any rate - that he should have chosen the profession of soldiering.”

Lee has a stern image, but he was indeed “deeply human,” and in interesting ways. He was generally regarded as the best looking cadet in his West Point class, and his physical beauty was frequently remarked upon throughout his life. Yet he lacked vanity, and was highly intelligent. To be both very smart and very good-looking often inspires envy and resentment, but not in Lee’s case, because of his amiability and humility. He was very sensitive to the feelings of others. He believed in the forbearing and inoffensive use of power over others, when it had to be exercised at all. Lee was notably kind to and fond of children and animals. He had a strong and playful sense of humor, without a trace of meanness. He enjoyed the company and friendship of women more than men, but he was not a philanderer. There is no indication that he ever had sexual relations with anyone other than his wife, even though as a soldier he was away from home much of the time and doubtless had opportunities.  His dominant personality traits were conscientiousness and self-denial. In an age of lengthy orations, Lee rarely made speeches, and when they could not be avoided they were always brief. Those who met Lee felt they had met a great man, and that opinion did not change with greater familiarity. Lee took responsibility for his acts. He never blamed his misfortunes on others. He was reserved but not aloof, and always approachable. In the midst of a battle late in the war, a Federal prisoner being taken to the rear cameup to Lee and complained that his confederate captor had taken his hat. Instead of brushing him aside or directing him to a subordinate, Lee interrupted what he was doing, courteously listened to the prisoner, and made sure that the hat was returned.

An interesting glimpse into Lee’s status as an American hero is afforded by the Congressional debate in 1975 over restoring Lee’s citizenship. Congress then may seem harmonious compared to today, but actually it was a time of deep partisan and ideological divisions in the wake of the Vietnam War and Nixon impeachment, accompanied by considerable rancor. Democrats had a two-thirds majority in the House and a 60-40 majority in the Senate. In 1974 a very liberal class of freshman Democrats, known as the “Watergate Babies,” had been swept into office, including figures like Patrick Leahy, Henry Waxman, Tom Harkin, Paul Tsongas, and Paul Simon. As Rep. George Miller of California said, their objective was not incremental reform: “We came here to take the Bastille.”

The Joint Resolution began: “Whereas this entire Nation has long recognized the outstanding virtues of courage, patriotism, and selfless devotion to duty of General Robert E. Lee, and has recognized the contribution of General Lee in healing the wounds of the War Between the States.” In the House progressive Democrats John Conyers, Bella Abzug, and Elizabeth Holtzman spoke against the Joint Resolution. But they were not critical of Lee; indeed, Conyers, a founding member of the Congressional Black Caucus, referred to him as “this great American.” Conyers raised some technical issues, but the reason they opposed the Joint Resolution was to protest the failure of Congress to grant amnesty to Vietnam war opponents who had refused to serve, or had fled the country (they were later amnestied by President Carter). The Resolution passed the House 407 - 10.

In the Senate (which included a young Joe Biden) the Joint Resolution was cosponsored by Hubert Humphrey, and was passed unanimously. Sen. Philip Hart, one of the great liberal champions of the day, made extensive comments. He was known as “the conscience of the Senate.” After his death his colleagues showed the esteem in which he was held by naming the Hart Senate Office Building after him. Hart very much shared Conyers’ concern about the lack of amnesty for Vietnam War opponents, but he nonetheless supported the Joint Resolution:

General Lee, following the dictates of his conscience, led the Army of the Confederacy in a war against this country. He did so in mature life, after education at the hands of the Government and after having taken a couple of oaths of office to defend the country. Why do we hold him in such respect? Basically because he was a man of conscience; that is why.

I join my colleague from Virginia in support of the resolution formally to give citizenship to General Lee. I agree with Senator Byrd that the stature of General Lee will not be enhanced one iota. He is a giant. He is a figure we revere. But basically, we revere him because he had the guts to say no when he thought his country was wrong.

How did we get from the admiring near-consensus that existed then to where we are today? It was not the result of the discovery of new facts about Lee. The first scholarly and systematic biography of Lee was Douglas Southall Freeman’s R.E. Lee, begun in 1915 and completed in 1934, which won the Pulitzer Prize. R.E. Lee is very sympathetic - Freeman was the son of a veteran of the Army of Northern Virginia, and had much in common with Lee - but it is not hagiography. Freeman was scrupulous about including evidence that appeared to be inconsistent with his conclusions. Additional information about Lee, chiefly newly discovered letters, has added only a few facts, and nothing very significant, to Freeman’s account of Lee’s life. Of course what historians do, at least academic historians, is revise and challenge the consensus of the prior generation of historians, and it was predictable that Freeman’s Lee would be an attractive target. Yet until very recently even Lee’s severest critics have acknowledged his personal greatness.

Thomas Connelly’s The Marble Man is the first book-length critique of Lee that had an impact on his public image. Yet, to Connelly, Lee was “a man who is a great historical figure in his own right . . . . Certainly none would quarrel with Freeman’s general description of Lee’s conduct. He was a good man, whose qualities often far transcended the pettiness of many who surrounded hin in the Civil War years. No one would question that he was a man of grace, dignity, humility, and deep religious convictions. . . . Washington was the central hero of Lee’s life. His practice of duty, tact, and self-discipline often seemmed a conscious effort to emulate Washington.”

Alan Nolan was an Indiana lawyer turned historian, and his Lee Considered is a prosecutor’s brief against Lee. Yet Nolan wrote that “I believe that Robert E. Lee was a great man - able, intelligent, well-motivated and moral, and much beloved by his Army. He did what he believed to be right.”

Elizabeth Brown Pryor put Lee’s thousands of personal letters under a microscope, and was strongly inclined to draw negative inferences, even from ambiguous evidence. Yet she concluded that “[h]is example lies not in superhuman virtue but in human determination; not in battlefield glory but in triumph amid life’s unexpected skirmishes. The truth he leaves with us is the one he learned from his own literary heroes, be it Don Quixote or Hamlet: that the quest is as important as the outcome—and that in the end, if you are left with nothing more, you must know that you have been faithful to yourself. Lee beckons us not to attain some impossible height of moral righteousness, but to be fabulous in our fallibility, to face unflinchingly all of the vicissitudes of life, and in so doing to transcend them.”

There are hundreds of biographies of Robert E. Lee and thousands of articles, and most of the tens of thousands of books about the Civil War include extensive information about him, often lengthy profiles. Accordingly the first question about any new biography of Lee is what does it add? Allen Guelzo is a serious historian, and Robert E. Lee: a life (Knopf, 2021) is a workmanlike one volume biography. But the answer is very little. It adds no new facts or insights. It is best understood as an effort by an old guard Civil War historian to get on the right side of the historical profession.

Recently the criticism of Lee has turned harsher. Guelzo sometimes stretches to portray Lee negatively. For example, he faults Lee for worrying about money, “even though he had married into one of the most prominent families in the District of Columbia”. Yet Lee’s own father had been imprisoned for debt and died penniless, his irresponsible older half-brother had lost Stratford, the ancestral Lee home, and his father in law was well known for mismanaging his estates. With such a family background, how could someone as conscientious as Lee not worry about money? But the serious charges boil down to two, both of which were widely disseminated by 1861: first, that Lee was a traitor to the United States, and second, that he mistreated slaves.

The treason charge was hotly debated in the years immediately after the Civil War. Former Confederates accepted that the war had, as a practical matter, eliminated the possibility of secession, but they believed that was a result of “trial by battle,” and subjugation of the Southern States by conquest. They vigorously rejected the charge of treason because it would mean not only that they had lost, but that they were criminals. Incidentally, the view that the Southern states were conquered provinces and their leaders were not traitors was not confined to former confederates; it was shared by the leading Radical Republican abolitionist Thaddeus Stevens, who offered to serve as defense counsel to Jefferson Davis after Davis was indicted.

Allen Guelzo maintains not only that Lee committed treason, but that it was “the one inarguable crime of Robert E. Lee.” This is at first glance an odd assertion - how could it be inarguable when people have argued about it since 1861? - but it is apparent that Guelzo simply means that Lee’s participation in the Civil War fell within the definition of treason in Article III, § 3, of the U.S. Constitution: “Treason against the United States, shall consist only in levying war against them, or in adhering to their Enemies, giving them Aid and Comfort.” It is “inarguable” that Lee levied war against the United States, but Guelzo begs the main question, which is to whom this definition applies. The British levied war against the United States in the War of 1812 to the extent of burning the White House, yet it would be absurd to term them traitors. The Constitutional definition of treason presupposes a primary duty of loyalty to the United States. As a purely legal matter the question of whether Lee, and all of the other supporters of the Confederacy, committed treason is dependent on the threshold issue of whether the Constitution prohibited secession. Lee did not levy war against the United States until Virginia had seceeded. Unless the Constitution did not allow a state to leave the United States, then once it had seceeded its citizens had no further duty of loyalty to the United States.

The Constitution is silent as to whether or not a state may withdraw. Some have suggested that the Confederacy was unconstitutional becasue it violated Article 1, Section 10, which forbids a state from entering “into any Treaty, Alliance, or Confederation.” However, that prohibtion applies only to states which are still part of the Unted States, and not to a state that has left. The Constitution simply does not address secession. Therefore it is necessary to look at the entire document and the nature of the government that was created. Some aspects of the Constitution suggest indissolubility; others do not. The states as separate political entities were not dissolved when the U.S. was formed; indeed, the states retained a great deal of sovereignty under the Constitution. The states may, if they wish, appoint presidential electors without benefit of a popular vote. In 1861 state legislatures appointed senators. Changes to the Constitution require state approval, not a popular vote. The 10th Amendment provides that "The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” This is the opposite of Dillon’s Rule, which prevails at the state level and provides that political subdivisions only have the powers specifically granted to them by the central government. The Constitution as a whole is ambiguous with regard to the possibility of secession, and it is necessary to consider extrinsic evidence, such as the ratification debates, the Federalist papers, the views of the framers, and the law of compacts.

The question of whether the Constitution was it a compact of sovereign states, or a new, indissoluble nation, of which the states were simply political subdivisions, preoccupied the best legal minds of the South in the years immediately after the Civil War. The first book-length treatment was the mathematician and lawyer Albert Taylor Bledsoe’s Is Davis a Traitor; or Was Secession a Constitutional Right Previous to The War of 1861?, published in 1866. It was followed by Alexander Hamilton Stephens’ two volume A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States; its Causes, Character, Conduct and Results, published in 1868 and 1870, and a response to critics of A Constitutional View entitled The Reviewers Reviewed (1872). Almost a hundred years later the critic Edmund Wilson, in Patriotic Gore,  described A Constitutional View as “ a great, cold, old monument which few people have cared to visit but which no one has succeeded in demolishing.”

The argument of Bledsoe and Stevens was that a comprehensive historical analysis showed that when it was formed the United States was, and was generally understood to be, a compact of sovereign and independent states, and the states had the right to withdraw from the compact. Bledsoe wrote “Is it treasonable then, to assert that the Constitution was a compact between the States, or the members of the Union? No one, it is presumed, will venture on so bold an assertion; for, as we have seen, this was the doctrine of the fathers of the Constitution themselves. It has been shown, by . . . their writing, that it was clearly and unequivocally the doctrine of Madison, and Morris, and Hamilton, as well as of other celebrated architects of the Constitution. Who, then, will pronounce it treason, or treasonable? . . . Is it treasonable to understand the Constitution as it was understood by the great patriots and statesmen from whose wisdom it proceeded?” . . . “If, then, any poor benighted son of the South was really guilty of treason on account of secession; this must have been either because he understood the Constitution no better than those who made it, or because he knew the law of compacts no better than the most celebrated jurists of America?” Guelzo appears to be unaware of or indifferent to not only Bledsoe’s arguments concerning treason, but of the recent scholarship on the subject by legal historian Cynthia Nicoletti. Bledsoe and Nicoletti are not mentioned in Guelzo’s otherwise extensive bibliograpy.

Neither Lee nor any other Confederate was ever tried for treason. As Allen Tate wrote of Jefferson Davis, “The Federal government did not wish to try him. It could not run the risk of having its charge of treason turned into a legal vindication of secession; for such would probably have been the issue. The Federal government would have felt just a little ridiculous to have had set aside by a court what it had won by the sword.”

The strongest indication of the weakness of the argument that secession was unconstitutional is found in the only Supreme Court decision that squarely addressed the issue, Texas v. White (1869). In that case the Reconstruction government of Texas sought to block payment on U.S. government bonds sold by the state during the Civil War. A key question was whether Texas had legally seceeded from the Union in 1861, although neither the plaintiff nor defendant actually briefed and argued it. The Chief Justice Chase dealt with this complex issue, the subject of so much learned debate, in a single perfunctory paragraph:

The Union of the States never was a purely artificial and arbitrary relation. It began among the Colonies, and grew out of common origin, mutual sympathies, kindred principles, similar interests, and geographical relations. It was confirmed and strengthened by the necessities of war, and received definite form, and character, and sanction from the Articles of Confederation. By these the Union was solemnly declared to 'be perpetual.' And when these Articles were found to be inadequate to the exigencies of the country, the Constitution was ordained 'to form a more perfect Union.' It is difficult to convey the idea of indissoluble unity more clearly than by these words. What can be indissoluble if a perpetual Union, made more perfect, is not?

Dissenting Justice Grier merely observed that Texas’ ordinance of secession was “the sovereign act of a sovereign State, and the verdict on the trial of this question, 'by battle,' as to her right to secede, has been against her.”

Justice Chase’s opinion is something of an embarrassment as a legal analysis. As the distinguished legal scholar David P. Currie noted, it was “hardly . . . an adequate treatment of an issue on which reasonable people had differed to the point of civil war. It was an act of considerable audacity to treat the mere statement of purpose in the preamble as if, contrary to its natural reading, it imposed legally binding limitations on the states.” Chase’s assumption that the word “perpetual” meant indissoluble was also unwarranted. The Articles of Confederation may not have had an expiration date, but there is nothing to indicate that the states interpreted them as indissoluble; in fact the Articles were dissolved, and replaced by a completely new constitution. There was a gap of two years between when the “perpetual” union created by Articles of Confederation ceased to exist and when the last of the thirteen states ratified the U. S. Constitution.

The holding in Texas v. White was not “wrong.”  Realistically, it was the only possible conclusion that the Supreme Court could reach. But it was a political decision. An honest opinion would have either forthrightly declared that the constitutionality of secession was non-justiciable because it had been taken away from the courts and decided on the battlefield, or would have actually grappled with the legal arguments of Bledsoe et al.

Thus the question of whether Lee, in serving the Confederacy, committed treason is, as a legal matter, highly doubtful and in any event was never satisfactorily resolved. The accusation faded away, because a consensus emerged that in 1861 the law was unclear at best and Lee acted in good faith and was not morally guilty. There are are many historical figures who were guilty of treason under the laws that applied to them at the time to whom no moral opprobrium attaches. One is reminded of the ancient riddle, “Why is treason never successful? Because if it is successful, it is not treason.” George Washington is at the head of the list of successful traitors, along with the other American patriots who rebelled against their king, George III, after swearing oaths of allegiance to him. And then there are the unsuccessful traitors who subsequently came to be regarded as great patriots. In Virginia Nathaniel Bacon, of “Bacon’s Rebellion,” belongs in this category. William Wallace was such a traitor, as were the Irish leaders of the April 1916 Easter Uprising, the German officers who attempted to assasinate Hitler, and many others. Yet it is not considered appropriate to refer to them as “traitors.” Calling Lee a traitor now reopens a very old and ultimately pointless debate. And even if Lee was technically a “traitor,” it was treason without treachery, treason without deception, treason based on principle. Affixing the label “traitor” today seems motivated by an impulse to depict Lee as a criminal simply because he was on the wrong side of the Civil War.

Lee was not a constitutional lawyer - at one point he confused the Articles of Confederation with the Constitution - and in 1861 his defense to the charge of treason was simple. He believed that in a conflict betwen his state, Virginia, and the United States, his primary duty of loyalty was to Virginia. He thought slavery was evil and secession wrong, but that he was nonetheless obligated to follow his state, and defend it from invasion. Today we assume that loyalty to the United States comes ahead of state loyalties, but this was far from clear in 1861. As the distinguished Civil War historian David Potter argued, at that time sectional loyalty was also strong in New England and other northern states. The difference in the North was that there was no conflict between national loyalty and state loyalties, because the northern states controlled the national government. Had the South controlled the national government the northern states may have been the ones which “treasonably” seceeded.

On the basis of his correspondence, it is apparent that Lee had decided by late 1860 that, if Virginia attempted to secede and the Union responded with an invasion, his duty was to offer his services to Virginia. But Virginia initially voted against secession, and the moment of decision did not arrive until April 18, 1861, when it was presented to Lee in a way that maximized his personal anguish. Lee had been summoned to seperate meetings in Washington with Francis P. Blair and General Winfield Scott, his mentor. Blair, on behalf of President Linclon, offered Lee command of the army of at least 75,000 men that Lincoln had called out on April 15th, with the rank of major general. What Lee had been working towards his entire career was thus dangled in front of him. But it was apparent that Virginia was about to secede. Indeed, although Lee did not know it at the time, the Virginia Convention had voted to secede the day before. Lee, consistently with all that he had said and written about secession, and despite Blair’s lengthy attempt to change his mind, declined the offer, with heavy heart. Lee was not motivated by a desire to preserve slavery. Lee’s views on race and slavery at the time were virtually indistinguishable from those of Abraham Lincoln, who, like Lee, believed that the ultimate solution to slavery was black emigration to Africa and the Caribbean. Neither believed in racial equality. Lincoln famously wrote “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the union without freeing any slaves I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that.” Lee, in his meeting with Blair, reportedly said that if he owned every slave in the South he would free them all to save the Union. Lincoln’s principal objective was not to eliminate slavery; Lee’s principal objective was not to protect it. All of the available evidence supports Freeman’s conclusion: “He went with Virginia on her secession because his whole background, his training, and his social and family ties led him to feel instinctively that his first allegiance, at a time of tragic but inescapable choice, was to her.”

Guelzo suggests, on the basis of extremely dubious evidence, that one of the reasons for Lee’s decision to follow Virginia was the selfish desire to save the Arlington estate for his family. This contention is contrary to the reasons Lee gave publically and in his letters to family members, and makes no sense. Lee was as aware as anyone of the military superiority of the North and the strategic significance of Arlington, which is on a bluff that was within artillery range of the White House. Lee anticipated that Arlington would be seized as soon as hostilities began, as indeed it was. By May 1864 it was a military cemetery,

Despite the dire consequences of his decision, Lee never regretted it. After the war he wrote  “I did only what my duty demanded. I could have taken no other course without dishonor. And if it all were to be done over again, I should act in precisely the same manner.”

The other major criticism of Lee is that he mistreated slaves belonging to his father-in-law’s estate. The household slaves that Lee personally owned, inherited from his mother, were, according to his son, freed during the mid-1850’s.  In 1857 Lee’s father-in-law, George Washington Parke Custis, died and named Lee as executor of his will. G. W. P. Custis left Arlington to his eldest grandson and namesake, Custis Lee, with a life estate to his mother, Mary Custis Lee. Guelzo views Custis’s will as “a gigantic vote of no confidence” in Robert E. Lee, apparently because Arlington was not left to him. The will was not viewed that way at the time, and it would have been inexplicable for Custis to appoint as executor of his large and complicated estate someone in whom he had no confidence. Custis’s desire to keep the family homeplace in his direct male line by giving it to his grandson, with a life estate to his daughter, was common among the Virginia gentry in the mid-19th century.

Administering the Custis estate was a thankless and unpleasant task for Lee. Custis’s wealth was mostly in the form of land and slaves, many of the slaves were idle, and the estate was in disrepair and heavily indebted. The will directed that the slaves be freed within five years. Some of the slaves expected to be freed immediately, but Lee found that because the estate was in dissarray - Custis’s management was “notoriously lax” - this was impossible if Custis’s wishes regarding bequests were to be carried out. In late June of 1859 two anonymous letters appeared in the anti-slavery New York Tribune. They were not altogether consistent, and included allegations that Custis had liberated his slaves, of whom no fewer thsn 15 were his children, on his deathbed, and that one man, eighty years old and “bent with age,” had been “turned out as a regular field hand.” But the core allegations were that three slaves, two male and one female, had recently run away to the North, been recaptured and returned to Arlington, where they had been punished by whipping, and then had been hired out to work in other parts of Virginia. Both letters asserted that Lee had personnally whipped the female slave, because the man hired for that purpose refused to do so. Lee did not respond to the letters. Later, he wrote to a friend that the stories were not true, and that “No servant, soldier, or citizen that was ever employed by me can with truth charge me with bad treatment.” In 1866, The National Anti-Slavery Standard published what it termed an interview (actually a statement taken down by a reporter) with Wesley Norris, one of the runaways. Norris’s testament is less lurid than the Tribune letters, and focused on the runaways and their punishment. It does not allege that the Arlington slaves were generally mistreated. Norris states that the actual whipping was carried out by the local constable, not Lee, but that Lee enjoined the constable to “lay it on well” and “not satisfied with lacerating our naked flesh,” “ordered the overseer to thoroughly wash our backs with brine, which was done.” The implication was that the use of brine was intended to inflict pain, but in fact salt water was commonly used to clean wounds because of its antiseptic properties, which had been known since ancient times. Lee never addressed Norris’s specific charges. Norris stated that he could bring forth “at least a dozen witnesses, both white and black” to substantiate his statement.  However, there are no accounts by other witnesses, so it is impossible to be confident of the details of Norris’s testament. Did Lee really urge the constable “to lay it on well”? Norris’s testament was published to discredit Lee, and it is impossible to determine whether and to what extent it was embellished by Norris or the reporter.

Assuming that Norris’s testament is essentially correct, is it inconsistent with Lee’s contention that he could not truthfully be charged with “bad treatment” of servants? In 1859 Lee had been subject to military discipline for the previous thirty-four years of his life, and had extensive experience on court-martial duty on the Texas frontier. Military law at the time provided for whipping and other forms of corporal punishment. Virginia law prescribed whipping for runaway slaves. As executor, Lee had a legal obligation to pursue runaways and punish them. There is no reason Lee would have considered these actions to be “bad treatrment,” as opposed to an unpleasant duty. There is nothing in Lee’s life suggestive of sadism or cruelty; quite the contrary. Guelzo maintains that after Lee punished the runaways, he was “appalled at his own rage” and “sickened at himself” for the damage “done to his own self-image” and “the cruelty inflicted on the three fugitives.” The only basis offered for this speculation is that Lee did not respond to the anonymous Tribune letters, and in a contemporaneous letter to his son that mentioned the capture of the runaways Lee said nothing about whipping. This is not evidence but the absence of evidence. An alternative explanation that is consistent with Lee’s later statement denying any “bad treatment” of the slaves and what is known of Lee’s character is that Lee felt it was beneath his dignity to respond to the Tribune letters, viewed the slaves’ punisment as a distasteful duty that was legally required, was not in the grip of a rage, and had no reason to discuss it in a letter to his son.

A hundred years after Appomattox, the dominant view of the Civil War was that it was America’s great national epic, a tragic war of brothers, out of which the United States had miraculously emerged stronger and more united than before, and free of the great evil of slavery. Lee’s role in this narrative was to show that even among those who fought on the wrong side there still could be a figure of unsurpassed nobility of character, a “last gentle knight,” who set an essential example by accepting the war’s result and calling for reconciliation. Today the mid-20th century view of the Civil War has been replaced by a much cruder understanding. Essentially, it is that Southern whites were simply evil, and there could no more be a good Confederate than there could be a good Nazi. As for Northern whites, they may have been on the right side on slavery, but with few exceptions they also were white supremacists and oppressors, which they demonstrated by quickly giving up on Reconstruction and not demanding a fundamental restructuring of Southern (and Northern) society. In this narrative only black people, as undifferentiated victims of oppression (even the free blacks who owned slaves), deserve sympathy, and the Civil War was simply another dismal episode in the long and shameful history of American racism, stretching back to 1619. This leads to the condemnation and dehumanization not only of Lee, but of virtually every historical figure who does not meet today’s standards.

The existence of a man like Lee runs counter to the now dominant view of the Civil War, and so his stature must be denied. Is Lee permanently consigned to the rogues’ gallery? It seems unlikely. He looms too large in the American story, and his life is too well documented. The day will inevibly come when new historical schools will emerge and take a fresh look at Lee, reaching conclusions which cannot be predicted. But it seems equally unlikely that Lee’s place in the popular imagination as an American Hector will ever be restored.

One of the long-time objectives of progressive historians has been to create a more inclusive American history, bringing marginalized people to the forefront. For the Civil War, this has meant telling the stories of figures like Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman, and the nearly 200,000 black soldiers and sailors who served the Union. Yet the path of inclusion somehow has led to exclusion. It is not enough to create new monuments; old monuments must be removed. Lee has been cast out of the family. He is no longer someone who it is permissable to admire and honor. The same scholarly inquisition is well underway for Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Marshall, and many others - yes, even Lincoln - who seemed secure in the pantheon.

If a nation is a body of people who feel themselves to be one, will the United States be a nation at the end of this process of purification? Many Americans still venerate those who are now considered irredemably evil. Will they feel themselves to be one with those who insist that they condemn them?

.






San Fransicko: Why Progressives Ruin Cities by Michael Shellenberger

Introduction

Homelessness has been at the top of San Francisco’s list of civic problems for a very long time.  The city spends more than $500 million dollars every year (64% of which is for housing the formerly homeless) but the appearance of homelessness on the streets gets worse, not better.  Michael Shellenberger, a well-regarded environmental activist and public intellectual, reached a breaking point during Covid when he was assaulted by a mentally ill man outside his storefront offices in Berkeley.  His response was to apply his skills as a social critic to the collective problems of homelessness, drug addiction, mental illness and crime, and the result is “San Fransicko: Why Progressives Ruin Cities.”

Shellenberger first became a public figure as co-author, with Ted Nordhaus (nephew of Nobel economist William Nordhaus), of an essay entitled "The Death of Environmentalism: Global Warming Politics in a Post-Environmental World.(2004)"  In that essay, Shellenberger and Nordhaus asserted that the environmental movement’s conceptual framework of fighting pollution to preserve the natural environment was inadequate to the challenges of climate change.  In their essay and a follow-up book entitled Break Through: From the Death of Environmentalism to the Politics of Possibility (2007), they elaborated on the idea that technological innovation would be the key to addressing climate change and that this effort would create jobs and spur economic growth.  As a result of the controversy and what one critic called his “in your face” personal style, Shellenberger became known as the “bad boy” of the environmental movement.  In San Fransicko, Shellenberger employs his signature confrontational style to explore the causes and challenge established approaches to urban dysfunction.

In his introduction, Shellenberger states:


“Though I have been a progressive and a Democrat all my adult life, I found myself asking a question that sounded rather conservative.  What were we getting for our high taxes? And why, after voting for ballot initiatives promising to address drug addiction, mental illness, and homelessness, had all three gotten worse.  And why had progressive Democratic officials stopped enforcing many laws against certain groups of people, from unhoused people suffering mental illness and drug addiction in San Francisco, Los Angeles and Seattle, to heavily armed and mostly white anarchists in Seattle, Portland and Minneapolis?”

“I wrote San Fransicko because I didn’t have answers to those questions and felt I needed them.  What I discovered in the process was that much of what I and other progressives had believed about cities, crime and homelessness was all wrong, and we needed to get it right”.



While this mission statement may overstate Shellenberger’s open mind at the start of his research, his exploration of the ideas, politics and policies surrounding these issues makes San Fransicko a thought-provoking read.

Shellenberger’s general thesis is that progressives have failed to balance rights with responsibilities. Quoting Jonathan Haidt, “self-control over self-expression, duty over rights, and loyalty to one’s groups over concerns for “out groups,” are values necessary to the functioning of civilization.”  According to Shellenberger, politicians in West Coast cities have embraced an extreme ideology he calls “victimology,” described as a hands-off approach to anyone who might be considered a member of an oppressed group.  Victimology results in widespread tolerance for disorderly street behavior, including homeless encampments, open-air drug scenes, snatch and grab crime and general lawlessness.

San Fransicko is not just a critique of how leftist ideology undermines civic order, but a polemic in which Shellenberger proposes reforms and asks readers to take back the levers of power and reassert common sense control of the public square.

Homelessness

Shellenberger’s discussion of homelessness is the centerpiece of his case against progressives.  The focus of his argument is that the policy of “Housing First” has failed San Francisco and the nation.  Housing First is a strategy that asserts that housing should be made available to homeless persons and families without preconditions. The theory is that whatever difficulties a homeless person might be facing, including mental illness, substance abuse or other disabilities, are best addressed after that person has stable, permanent housing, not before.

Housing First is not only the dominant approach to delivering housing and services to the homeless; it is the official policy of the Federal government’s efforts to address homelessness.  The Federal government’s focus under Housing First is assistance to the population defined as “chronically homeless”; persons who have either lived on the streets and in shelters continuously for more than a year, or who have had at least four episodes of homelessness during the previous three-year period.  The chronically homeless are assumed to have more acute cognitive impairments that require housing in supervised facilities with “wrap-around” services, known as permanent supportive housing (PSH).

Shellenberger criticizes Housing First on two grounds.  First, he believes San Francisco and other communities should offer housing only after certain preconditions, such as sobriety or recovery from drug addiction, are met. Second, he argues that money spent on housing would be better used to provide shelter beds, which in his view, would reduce or eliminate tent encampments and other signs of “sleeping rough” on the streets.  On both these points, Shellenberger misses the mark.

The claim that housing should be used as a carrot to induce sobriety is a throwback to the regime before Housing First in which “transitional” housing was used to prepare homeless people to become “housing ready.”  At that time, social workers discovered that housing before treatment was far more efficient than treatment before housing and produced better long-term results. Hence, the term “Housing First.” Shellenberger’s preference for contingency-based housing appears to reflect more on his own ideology of linking rights to responsibilities than on any evidence he has been able to uncover.

Shellenberger’s second criticism of Housing First is that it reduces funding available for shelters. Housing and shelter perform different functions and every community needs a balance between temporary and permanent accommodations.  It is true that in many cities, including San Francisco, in the early days of Housing First, shelter became a low priority because the Federal government was providing funding for PSH and, to some extent, discouraging spending on shelters. The reason for this strategy was that prior to Housing First, few cities were actually housing the homeless; they were warehousing the homeless in shelters.

Federal funding for PSH was necessary because housing for the homeless is, locally, a politically unpopular cause, and the only way to create such housing was for the Federal government to pay for it.  Currently, San Francisco and other cities acknowledge the need for adequate shelter capacity, and San Francisco’s pioneering of the Navigation Center concept of service-enriched shelters is an indication of its commitment. Over the past six years, San Francisco has created 10 such Navigation Centers, of which 8 are currently operational.  Clearly, supporting increased shelter capacity is fully compatible with a Housing First strategy.

The larger disappointment with Shellenberger’s treatment of homelessness is that he fails to appreciate the humanitarian success of San Francisco’s efforts to address homelessness. He points out that San Francisco has created more PSH on a per capita basis than any other city in America, but he presents this observation to assert the irony that despite these efforts, San Francisco has the most visible homeless problem in America.  With a more balanced view, Shellenberger would be acknowledging San Francisco’s accomplishments, while urging the city to do more to reduce its unsheltered population.

What Shellenberger and many others fail to grasp is that the humanitarian effort and the visibility of homelessness on the streets are unlinked.  An increasing inventory of PSH and an increasing unsheltered street count are typical of San Francisco’s history of homelessness.  It is not the failure of the humanitarian effort that it is structurally impossible to build your way out of the problem of visibility on the streets.

The reason for this disconnect is that the homeless population is not a stock but a flow.  The population is in constant flux. People are entering the streets and the homeless service system as newcomers to the city or as native entrants, and leaving either because they find a solution to their homelessness within San Francisco, they decide to go elsewhere for housing, or they continue as homeless in San Francisco or elsewhere.  Providing housing does not materially impact this flow. We are not drawing water from a pond; we are drawing it from a river.

To quote from the Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing’s (HSH) Five-Year Strategic Framework (2017) “HSH must also work to reduce the number of people who arrive in San Francisco homeless or without stable housing.  In the 2017 semi-annual Point-In-Time (PIT) Count, 31% of the people surveyed were homeless when they arrived in San Francisco (approximately 2,300 people).  This is more than the number of housing placements we make annually, so this is clearly impacting our ability to have a sustained reduction in homelessness.” Elsewhere in the same report, HSH states that “At the beginning of September 2017, there were approximately 115 chronically homeless Veterans in San Francisco, tracked by HSH and the VA.  Each month, another 17 Veterans become chronically homeless or are added to the list.”  The report also mentions that between 2011 and 2017, the city helped more than 11,000 people end their homelessness, yet the total homeless count increased by 1,189 persons from 5,669 to 6,858.  This data implies that approximately 12,189 persons flowed into the system during this six-year period, or about 2,000 additional persons per year.

(N.B., The reference to 31% from out-of-town cited in the preceding paragraph is a canard perpetuated by the Coalition on Homelessness and others who claim that 70% of San Francisco’s homeless are “from here”.  The data is highly suspect.  It is a product of a questionnaire administered during the PIT count to approximately 1,000 homeless respondents by a group of homeless peers, many of whom are recruited by the Homeless Coalition for the task.  All responses are self-reported without independent confirmation. In the survey it is generally understood that “staying with a friend” qualifies as being from San Francisco.)

Shellenberger’s call for more shelter beds is aimed at reducing the visibility of the homeless on the streets.  This is the principal goal for most San Franciscans, and reflects a compelling concern for quality of life in the city.  When most San Franciscans talk about dealing with the homeless problem, ending the appearance of homelessness on the streets is exactly what they are talking about.  More shelter beds are needed to enable efforts to eliminate camping and “sleeping rough,” but the relationship between shelter capacity and visibility of the homeless on the streets is more complex than Shellenberger presents.

Prior to the pandemic, San Francisco had a program aimed at dismantling large encampments based on offers of a long-term placement in one of the city’s Navigation Centers, service enriched shelters that provide counseling aimed at exits from homelessness.  More than half of those being displaced refused services.  Of the 5,140 unsheltered homeless individuals who elected to go into the Navigation Center system between March 2015 and February 2019, 14% received permanent housing, 4% received temporary placement and 28% were reunified with family or friends out of town. 54% who entered left with what was termed “unstable exits,” meaning that their homelessness was not successfully resolved even though many were able to use the guidance they received to enroll in various benefits programs including public assistance (CAAP), food stamps and Medi-Cal.  What this data indicates is the range of individual conditions characteristic of the unsheltered population.  While a large portion may be resistant to services, more than half are eager to work to turn their lives around.  Of this population, many are helped through their encounter with intensive case management and some actually achieve housing.  The point of this illustration is to show that a shelter stay, at least in a Navigation Center,  is a process with exits from homelessness occurring for almost half of the participants.  With an average shelter stay of approximately 90 days, an additional 1,000 beds could help 4,000 people a year address their needs.

Having a surplus of shelter beds is a precondition to the police and social workers engaging with an unsheltered person in a conversation about housing and services.  Consistent with San Francisco values, the process for eliminating encampments is compassionate and respectful of rights.  The combination of shelter availability and law enforcement is the key to eliminating encampments and thereby reducing street visibility.  Shellenberger does not discuss law enforcement in the context of homelessness except in reference to drug use.  He seems to think that with shelters, “if you build them, they will come,” but experience with removing tent encampments has shown that many homeless people prefer camping to shelters, if only because shelters prohibit drug and alcohol use on premises.  Preventing camping in San Francisco is the best way to discourage the inflow of persons from out-of-town.

Shellenberger is correct in asserting that San Francisco has a problem with its politics around homelessness, and that the so-called homeless advocates, led by the Coalition on Homelessness, view the visibility of homelessness as proof of the injustice of capitalism.  They are on record opposing attempts to provide shelters and remove encampments.  Notwithstanding this resistance, which is a potent force at City Hall, more shelter beds appear to be on the way. The Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing is planning an additional 1,000 beds and legislation is starting to move through the Board of Supervisors to bring these shelters into existence, although the details of where and how will provide challenges in a city as sensitive to citizen input as San Francisco.

Shellenberger’s criticism of Housing First is poorly conceived.  It is hard to argue that Housing First is a leftist philosophy given that it became HUD policy in 2002 under George W. Bush.  In fact, Housing First is not a philosophy at all but an evidence-based strategy.  It was adopted because it works.

Shellenberger is correct, however, to support the push for more shelters, which hopefully will be Navigation Centers with their intensive case management, but he misses the dynamic nature of homelessness in San Francisco.  His failure to appreciate the humanitarian accomplishments of the city and its non-profit partners is a serious omission.

Open-Air Drug Scenes

The visibility of hard drug use on the streets and the overdose crisis are the subject of Shellenberger’s second inquiry into San Francisco’s dysfunction.  In this case, Shellenberger identifies the theory and practice of “Harm Reduction” as the culprit, arguing that it provides intellectual justification for the self-destructive behavior of the addict.  Harm Reduction is a non-judgmental approach to providing services to drug users and addicts that aims at minimizing the danger from drugs while respecting the autonomy of the individual.

Shellenberger describes himself as an advocate for decriminalization and harm reduction in the 1990’s, and brings his personal experience to his description of the fifty-year movement to legalize marijuana and decriminalize hard drugs.  He relates his previous belief that “if drugs were legal, and if we treated addiction as a health rather than a criminal problem, there would be far less violence and no mass incarceration.” The epidemic of drug overdoses, however, changed his mind. He now believes that “People are not dying from drug overdoses in San Francisco because they are being arrested. They are dying because they aren’t being arrested. Decriminalization reduces prices by lowering production and distribution costs, which increases use”

Shellenberger argues that the criminal justice system should be used to encourage people into drug treatment and that social workers and the police should work together to maintain compliance.  He cites the experience of Amsterdam, Lisbon, Frankfurt, Zurich, Philadelphia, New York and Phoenix in breaking up their open-air drug scenes to suggest that a combination of law enforcement and social support can produce results not achievable with social support alone.  As part of his reform program, he calls for access to more and better drug treatment options.

While Shellenberger criticizes the theory of Harm Reduction, he appears to embrace many of its practical applications.  He supports needle programs but prefers a needle exchange model in which the addict takes some responsibility.  He endorses the use of buprenorphine, methadone and other Opioid Agonist Therapies (OAT), although he adds that similar techniques are not available for the growing number of methadone addicts.  He supports the wide availability of Narcan to address the need to counter overdoses when they occur.

His main complaint with Harm Reduction appears to be with the political program to decriminalize and thereby normalize hard drug use.  While Shellenberger does not appear to favor incarceration for users, he clearly believes in consequences for public consumption and dealing.  He urges amendment of Prop 47 (2014) which decriminalized up to 3 grams of certain hard drugs including methamphetamines to enable law enforcement to play a more active role in getting addicts into drug treatment.

On balance, Shellenberger’s approach to dealing with the drug problem are mainstream among political moderates.  Efforts to amend Prop 47 are underway at the state level, and Mayor Breed has called for increased enforcement to deal with the open-air drug scene in the Tenderloin.  While her efforts have met with opposition from advocates and some San Francisco’s progressives, her proposals have broad support and are in the process of being implemented.

Severe Mental Illness

Shellenberger’s discussion of mental illness focuses on the small number of psychotic individuals who exhibit unpredictable, disruptive and occasionally dangerous public behavior.  The inability of the law to adequately protect the public from these individuals, and to protect these individuals from themselves, is a well-recognized tragedy of urban life.  Consistent with his approach in other areas, Shellenberg places the blame for the current dysfunction on leftist ideology in the social sciences.  Prominent among the ideas he identifies is the anti-psychiatry movement of the sixties, inspired by Thomas Szasz’s The Myth of Mental Illness (1961), Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962) and Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization (1965).

Shellenberger’s calls for common sense reforms in the treatment of the severely mentally ill are neither original nor out of the mainstream.  He proposes greater flexibility in regulations governing involuntary commitment, more in-patient psychiatric beds and creation of a new California state department, which he calls “Cal-Psych”, to oversee a major expansion of treatment for the mentally ill and drug abusers, as well as contingency-based housing for the homeless.

Governor Newsom has recently proposed a set of legal reforms and support programs in this area that represents a start toward addressing this issue, and while there is opposition from the ACLU and other advocacy groups, it is likely that the reforms will be adopted in some form.

Fails to recognize that permanent supportive housing is, in part, the realization of the vision of the community mental health movement, forty years after Reagan gutted the programs.  Although it is politically incorrect to say so, PSH is, in many cases, the re-institutionalization of the indigent mentally ill, with the keys held by the tenants rather than the staff.  While PSH is not appropriate for persons whose psychiatric condition warrants 24-hour supervision, it does provide a supportive and lightly supervised environment for persons suffering from mental illness who successfully respond to medication and who are now able to live full lives in the community.

Homicide and Street Crime

Homicide and street crime is the final focus of Shellenberger’s review of San Francisco’s failures.  In this category, Shellenberger embraces the ideas presented by Randolph Roth in his 2009 book, American Homicide which he summarizes as follows:  “The underlying drivers of homicide are related to subjective conditions like ideology and politics, says Roth…Homicide rates among unrelated adults in the United States follow closely the proportion of the public who trust their government to do the right thing and believe that most public officials are honest.  As trust in government fell in the late sixties and early seventies, homicides increased.  When trust in government rose in the fifties and nineties, homicides decreased.”  Further quoting Richard Rosenfeld, a criminologist hired by the Justice Department to investigate the so called “Ferguson effect” in which less aggressive policing and more empowered criminals supposedly resulted in an increase in crime, Rosenfeld discovered a 17% rise in homicide in the nation’s largest cities between 2014 and 2015.  He summarized his findings by concluding that “When people believe the procedures of formal social control are unjust, they are less likely to obey the law.”  Rosenfeld argued for support for Black Lives Matter as a catalyst for greater attention on police-community relations, but noted that “defund the police” is not the answer.  Most minority communities want more and better policing, not a reduction in police presence.

Shellenberger’s support for greater police visibility and enhanced probation programs, his criticism of Prop 47 which raised the threshold for felony theft from $400 to $950 thus spurring a wave of smash and grab crime in California, and his condemnation of Chesa Boudin’s refusal to prosecute criminals in San Francisco are all broadly held moderate views in the Bay Area.  Currently, a majority of Californians would like to see Prop 47 amended, and the recall of Chesa Boudin on the ballot in June is widely expected to succeed.  The backlash to the lawlessness of the past several years is well underway.

Conclusion

Michael Shellenberger’s review of San Francisco’s current street scene is an admirable but flawed attempt to capture a moment in time and make sense of it.  His emphasis on the role of ideas in shaping policies and outcomes results in a spirited and thought-provoking overview.  His enthusiasm for trying to find the paradigm in order to topple it, in one case Housing First and in the other Harm Reduction, needlessly oversimplifies his analysis and keeps him from a deeper understanding that could have made his book more insightful.  His critique of “How Progressives Ruin Cities” is mostly persuasive, but there is evidence that a backlash to progressive politics in San Francisco and other West Coast cities, may already be under way.

Finally, while alluding to the pandemic in passing, Shellenberger fails to acknowledge how its full impact included the sudden closure of all the homeless shelters, mass reduction of the jail population, suspension of court proceedings, and instructions to the police force to discontinue drug enforcement and avoid minor arrests. We can hope that as the pandemic winds down, the institutions of government will return to doing their job of protecting the community and ensuring civic order.






Slaughterhouse-Five and Breakfast of Champions, by Kurt Vonnegut

A comparison of Kurt Vonnegut's flat characters

Note to the reader: I use 'single quotes' when paraphrasing and "double quotes" when quoting directly. Deal with it.

Note to the reader: SF stands for Slaughterhouse-Five, not San Francisco, and BoC stands for Breakfast of Champions, not Boards of Canada. No other abbreviations are used.

Round Characters and Flat Characters.

Listen:

Round characters are morally ambiguous; they change, learn, and are many-faceted. Flat characters stick to their old ways, and their opinions are immutable. People in real life are round, but in fiction, there are flat characters too. Round characters are the stuff of tragedy, while flat characters are the stuff of comedy.

Kurt Vonnegut is a master of flat characters —every one of his characters is flat. As such, they are seen as ridiculous or extreme in some way or other. Vonnegut’s ability to make his falt characters come alive makes him a remarkable writer. In doing so, Vonnegut proves that the flatness or roundedness has to do with how characters are presented to the reader rather than how realistic they are.

Slaughterhouse-Five (SF) and Breakfast of Champions (BoC) by Kurt Vonnegut are two books about flat characters told by a flat character. No one learns anything—everyone is stuck in their flawed ways. These books are about hilarious misunderstandings between dysfunctional and crazy people. They're not about growth.

Flatness in Slaughterhouse-Five

The main character is Billy Pilgrim. He's flat. He's an insane veteran with delusions about aliens and time warping. He's apathetic and has no will whatsoever: no will to live, no will to die. During the war, he's weak and ridiculous; after the war, he is a rich and comfortable optometrist.

The War Heros are all Flat

Wild Bob is flat. He makes a wild speech to his dead troops before dying of something unspecified. Paul Lazzaro is flat. He's ridiculously mean and petty; The homeless man who freezes to death is flat. 'It's not so bad. I've been through worse' are his dying words; Roland Weary is flat. And fat. He's sadistic, and people don't like him, his dying words are hateful, and that's all there is to him; The Englishmen are flat and funny and ridiculous.

"Poor old Derby, the doomed high school teacher," is flat. Every time he is introduced, his death is foreshadowed. Perhaps Vonnegut is warning us not to get too close to him because he's one of the only likeable characters. He's described as "tragically patriotic," so we are invited to see him as flat and absurd.

Post War Characters are also Flat

Kilgore Trout is flat in *SF*. (K. Trout is the star of *BoC* but plays only a minor role in *SF*.) He is vain, nutty, tragic, and hilarious; Billy's wife is flat. I could describe her fully in four words: fat, vein, rich, faithful. Billy's daughter is flat. And so on.

Perhaps Vonnegut is trying to convey that, in war, everyone is flat. Or maybe, making everyone flat is a way of distancing them emotionally enough for the reader to be able to laugh at them rather than cry; it's a mechanism that renders the tragic whimsical. Or perhaps he's suggesting that Billy distances himself emotionally from other people as a coping mechanism.

Style, and the Narrative Voice

Listen: Vonnegut grabs the reader's attention in straightforward but unique ways.

One of Vonnegut's favourite ways of getting readers to pay attention is to order them to pay attention. Every so often, he begins a paragraph with "Listen:" e.g., "Listen: The waitress bought me another drink," "Listen: Billy Pilgrim has come unstuck in time.", "Listen: Billy Pilgrim says he went to Dresden."

This technique uses imperative speech; the narrator addresses the reader directly and authoritatively. This kind of direct command may be undesirable in another novel, but here it adds to Vonnegut's humorous tone. It is so simple that only a genius could have thought of it.

Unreliable Narrator

On top of using the imperative "Listen," Vonnegut sometimes breaks the fourth wall, interrupting the story to speak directly to the reader. This makes the reader feel like Vonnegut doesn't take his stories too seriously.

In both books, the narrative voice is unreliable. Confusingly and endearingly, Vonnegut is both the narrator of and a character in his own novels. He sometimes (amusingly) gets excited by his own prose and then compulsively interrupts himself to tell the reader about his excitement. Notably, in this passage in BoC:


And now comes the spiritual climax of this book, for it is at this point that I, the author, am suddenly transformed by what I have done so far.



The timber of Vonnegut's narration is more light-hearted in BoC than it is in SF. This is due to another aspect of the narration: the voice is influenced by the character who is currently *in focus*.

In SF, Billy Pilgrim is the only main character. Although he says he's happy, the tone is depressing and monotonous whenever it seems like Billy's spirit is addressing the reader. Vonnegut lightens the mood by peppering it with his own jovial witticisms.

In contrast, there are two main characters in BoC: Kilgore Trout and Dwayne Hoover. Furthermore, peripheral characters in BoC are given more time on the page than those in SF.

Another point of contrast is that, by and large, in BoC, the characters' personalities emerge through dialogue, whereas in SF Billy Pilgrim is not talkative --quite the opposite, he's secretive and estranged from those around him, even his wife doesn't know him very well. Therefore the reader gets most of his information about Billy's character from his own unspoken thoughts and the book's tone, which filters through Billy's distorted perspective before reaching the reader's ears.

Kilgore Trout and Dwayne Hoover (BoC) engage with the world, but Billy Pilgrim (SF) seems to have been terrified to the point of emotional severance from it. In *BoC*, Vonnegut makes the reader feel this willingness to engage with the world by making the voice empathize with peripheral characters; as such, we are provided with colourful details about the lives of peripheral characters.

"I bring Chaos to Order."

Vonnegut presents every character on equal footing, and, in one of his breaking-the-fourth-wall moments, he tells us why:

(passage from BoC)


As I approached my fiftieth birthday, I had become more and more enraged and mystified by the idiot decisions made by my countrymen. And then I had come suddenly to pity them, for I understood how innocent and natural it was for them to behave so abominably, and with such abominable results: They were doing their best to live like people invented in storybooks. This was the reason Americans shot each other so often: It was a convenient literary device for ending short stories and books.

Why were so many Americans treated by their government as though their lives were disposable as paper facial tissues? Because that was the way authors customarily treated bit-part players in their made-up tales.

And so on.

Once I understood what was making America such a dangerous, unhappy nation of people who had nothing to do with real life, I resolved to shun storytelling. I would write about life. Every person would be exactly as important as any other. All facts would be given equal weightiness. Nothing would be left out. Let others bring order to chaos. I would bring chaos to order, instead, which I think I have done.



I agree. Vonnegut's narrative voice treats all characters equally; he accomplishes this by describing acts of violence and generosity in the same observational manner. He never tells us to pick a side. Instead, characters' personalities are revealed through action.

Empathy

Despite his shrewd sarcasm, Vonnegut includes notable acts of generosity in his novels. The following passage is from BoC


"Welcome to the real world, Brother," he said gently and with wry lovingness to Wayne. "When was the last time you ate? This mornin'?" [...]

Eldon arranged for Wayne to get a free steak and mashed potatoes and gravy and anything else he wanted, [...]



Wayne, who has quite a tragic life, has thus far been described light-heartedly. This passage reminds us of his humanity.

Cynicism and Determinism

Determinism is an important theme in both books. The voice has a cynical and deterministic attitude to life, most of the time. In SF, the reader is told that we humans are 'like bugs, trapped in the amber of time.' The same attitude is present in Breakfast of Champions: "Wilbur got his medals for killing Japanese who were yellow robots. They were fueled by rice." But every now and then, we catch a glimmer of optimism, notably in the following quote:


And this book is being written by a meat machine in cooperation with a machine made of metal and plastic. The plastic, incidentally, is a close relative of the gunk in Sugar Creek. And at the core of the writing meat machine is something sacred, which is an unwavering band of light.



More Cynicism

As mentioned above, one of the most tragic characters in *BoC* is Wayne Hoobler.


[Wayne] missed the clash of steel doors. He missed the bread and the stew and the pitchers of milk and coffee. He missed fucking other men in the mouth and the asshole, and being fucked in the mouth and asshole, and jerking off--and fucking cows in the prison dairy, all events in normal sex life on the planet, as far as he knew. Here would be a good tombstone for Wayne Hoobler when he died: *Black Jailbird. He adapted to what there was to adapt to.*



What’s astonishing is that the tone of voice used to describe Wayne is not tragic. The reader is not invited to pity him; instead, she is invited to laugh at the universe's lunacy through him.

More Determinism: Trapped in Amber \*

Billy Pilgrim is a determinist like the Trafaldimorians—he's apathetic, detached. At one point in the novel, the four-dimensional aliens tell him:


Why you? Why us, for that matter? Why anything? Because this moment simply is. Have you ever seen bugs trapped in amber?



Supposedly from his encounter with aliens, Billy becomes convinced that he is like a bug trapped in the amber of time that this moment simply is, was, and always will be. This attitude is shared by the voice. Billy finds comfort in the fact that the world is deterministic. He tells the reader that everything is as it should be and that it could not be any other way. He insists that this is beautiful because it is how it is. In other words, Billy is at peace with the feeling of being trapped in amber.

Rather than listen to him in good faith, I suggest interpreting this as Billy's will being broken. In other words, Billy no longer has the will to struggle to free himself from the amber. He realizes that the amber is stronger than he is.

What I find interesting is not what this contributes to the free will debate; it's the psychological aspects of these beliefs as manifest in Billy and Kilgore.

Struggling in the amber

Billy voices his view of determinism when explaining how the aliens see time.


All moments, past, present, and future, always have existed, always will exist. The Tralfamadorians [Aliens] can look at all the different moments just the way we can look at a stretch of the Rocky Mountains, for instance. They can see how permanent all the moments are, and they can look at any moment that interests them. It is just an illusion we have here on earth that one moment follows another one, like beads on a string, and that once a moment is gone it is gone forever.



Kilgore Trout agrees that we are helpless, but he lives with it very differently.


Then Trout made a good point, too. "Well," he said, "I used to be a conservationist. I used to weep and wail about people shooting bald eagles with automatic shotguns from helicopters and all that, but I gave it up. There's a river in Cleveland which is so polluted that it catches fire about once a year. That used to make me sick, but I laugh about it now. When some tanker accidentally dumps its load into the ocean, and kills millions of birds and billions of fish, I say, 'More power to Standard Oil,' or whoever it was that dumped it." Trout raised his arms in celebration. " 'Up your ass with Mobile gas,'" he said.

The driver was upset by this "You're kidding." he said.

"I realized," said Trout, "that God wasn't any conservationist, so for anybody else to be was sacrilegious and a waste of time. You ever seen one of His volcanoes or tornadoes or tidal waves? Anybody ever tell you about the Ice Ages he arranges for every half-million years? How about Dutch Elm disease? There's a nice conservation measure for you. That's God, not man. Just about the time we got our rivers cleaned up, he'd probably have the whole galaxy go up like a celluloid collar. That's what the Star of Bethlehem was, you know."

"What *was* the Star of Bethlehem?" said the driver.

"A whole galaxy going up like a celluloid collar," said Trout.



On the surface, it appears that Trout is much more cynical than Billy. That is if you only look at what they say and not how they say it. However, I cannot help but take Trout's words with a grain of salt. Unlike Billy Pilgrim, Trout has not surrendered himself to a monkish acceptance of the world. Half of *BoC*'s pages are filled with Trout's long journey to an art conference that he is ironically attending to show everyone there just how stupid and wrong they are. (The act is ironic on many levels.) Trout is comically bitter about the world. However, unlike Billy, who surrenders himself entirely to determinism, Trout takes pleasure in the world's contradictions. Trout has not been defeated by the world.

Sanity and Insanity

In SF, the reader is trapped inside Billy's insane head, but Billy presents himself as perfectly sane. Vonnegut reminds the reader just how silly Billy's version of reality is by introducing Billy's daughter's perspective.

Perhaps the time warping—the back and forth between life during and after the war—is a device used to give the reader a taste of what it might be like to have PTSD.

The narrator tells us:


Billy didn't want to marry ugly Valencia. She was one of the symptoms of his disease. He knew he was going crazy when he heard himself proposing marriage to her, when he begged her to take the diamond ring and be his companion for life.



Despite this short passage, the rest of the book is written from Billy's perspective, and the reader is constantly invited by Billy to take his time-warping delusions seriously.

In contrast, insanity in *BoC* is treated very differently. For one, Dwayne Hoover actually goes insane because of "bad chemicals," but the reader is never in any doubt about this fact. Furthermore, BoC is peppered with jokes at the expense of all of the characters, and the reader is led to view characters' perspectives and objectivity as vastly separate concepts. The characters of BoC can be placed on a narrow sub-region at the tail of the sanity spectrum: namely, everyone is somewhere between delusional and insane.

Conclusion

In conclusion, SF and BoC invite us to take a step back from taking things seriously. They show us that narratives are nothing more than convenient lies, reality is always chaotic.



Footnotes


	I found this orchestral piece composed by Sarah Rimkus called 'Trapped in Amber.' The music was inspired by Slaughterhouse-Five.








Society Of The Spectacle

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Introduction

“The Society of the Spectacle will make no sense if the reader feels there is nothing fundamentally wrong with contemporary society.” 

Guy Debord was a Marxist theorist and founding member of the Situationist International, among other things.  Like all great thinkers worth their salt, he was an embittered alcoholic who took his own life in despair. [1] 
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Debord in France, 1954

Published in 1967, The Society of the Spectacle is his magnum opus and lasting legacy. It unfolds in staccato bursts, almost like a book of aphorisms.  The writing is pithy and poetic, albeit with the occasional lapse into the meandering, circular prose so typical of critical theory.  This makes it extremely readable, particularly for a work of political philosophy.  One downside of his style is that he tends to state his points in just-so fashion. We’ll have to do some of the legwork for him to flesh things out.

Strap in, boys - we’ve got a bumpy road ahead of us.

I. A More Perfect Union

The spectacle is never outright defined; or rather, the entire book is a series of definitions, each approaching from a different angle. What Debord describes is really a combination of two things; the total triumph of capitalism, and the rise of mass media.  

It might seem strange for Debord to declare capitalism victorious at the height of the Cold War.  The Soviet Union was very much a superpower, and Nixon had yet to go to China.  But as a real Marxist, he had already arrived at what would become the historical consensus - communism, as practiced, was merely an inferior cousin to its free market foes.  

Unsurprisingly, capitalism is the best system for the accumulation of capital.  And despite their pretensions, communist societies had the same goals as every modern nation - wealth, prosperity, innovation, and growth.  

In Debord’s reading of history, “the bourgeoisie is the only revolutionary class that has ever won; and it is also the only class for which the development of the economy was both the cause and the consequence of its taking control of society.”  The revolutions of the previous centuries were economic in nature, replacing kings with merchant princes.  As a result, all societies began to judge themselves in almost purely economic terms, regardless of their ideological leanings. [2]

Media developed symbiotically with capitalism, and together these twin forces changed the world. Twentieth-century forms of media were one-way communications.  The owners of society were also the owners of the media, and the messaging reflected this power dynamic.  Long before the general public became disillusioned with the news, Debord was woke to the fact that ‘the free press’ was largely a myth.  He saw the shaping of the narrative firsthand, and well knew the ability of the media to amplify or ignore as convenient.

As the spectacle conquered the earth, it took on different forms.  Debord differentiated between the concentrated, diffuse, and integrated modes of the spectacle:  


	
Communism and fascism were the primary examples of the concentrated spectacle, with totalitarian control of the economy and the media centralized in the hands of the State.



	
The United States exemplified the diffuse form, where the government allowed corporations and private media to operate relatively unimpeded. 



	
In his later writings, Debord declared that the entire world had turned into variants of the integrated spectacle, where the State is swallowed whole by the economy and subordinated to its needs.





II. All The World’s A Stage

Debord emphasized the visual character of the spectacle, as you can see from his choice of book cover:
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Cover of The Society of the Spectacle

He never outright explains why he thought photos and film were more pernicious than newspapers or radio, but I imagine the advertising industry played a major role.  We’ve grown accustomed to GoDaddy ads and ALL CAPS YouTube titles, but Mad Men shenanigans were a worrisome development at the time.  It must’ve been highly alarming to see such brazen manipulation of the public.

Whatever the reasoning, we now arrive at one definition of the spectacle: "The spectacle is capital accumulated to the point that it becomes images." Also: “The spectacle is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between people that is mediated by images.”

Well, that’s about as clear as Flint water.  Here’s something meatier: "In all of its particular manifestations — news, propaganda, advertising, entertainment — the spectacle represents the dominant model of life."  

If you’re familiar with Girard, that is a huge statement. [3]  Girardian mimetic desire is triangular; there is you (the desirer), the object (of desire), and the model (another person who also desires the object).  Most of our desires are rooted in imitation.  Nobody has to tell you to want steak or sex, but almost everything else is learned.  How does everybody know that they should want a Rolex or a Rolls Royce?  There’s no genetic imperative for luxury goods.  You acquire those tastes from the people around you.

Or you used to, at least.  Before the spectacle, your models, mentors, and rivals were real people you knew in real life.  Now we have an acronym for that - IRL - because reality is everywhere in retreat.

This is not a small thing.  What we desire is at the core of who we are.  What do you want out of life?  What kind of person do you want to be?  For the entirety of human history, those questions found answers close at hand.  Your local community was your world, for better and worse.  Now we are global citizens with global perspectives, and it’s difficult to overstate how much that changes what it means to be human.


Imprisoned in a flattened universe bounded by the screen of the spectacle that has enthralled him, the spectator knows no one but the fictitious speakers who subject him to a one-way monologue about their commodities and the politics of their commodities. The spectacle as a whole serves as his looking glass. What he sees there are dramatizations of illusory escapes from a universal autism.

The spectacle’s estrangement from the acting subject is expressed by the fact that the individual’s gestures are no longer his own; they are the gestures of someone else who represents them to him.



Now our role models are media creations.  Some are literal fictional characters (James Bond); others are nominally real people (Kylie Jenner).  But both are merely representations - images usurping an essential formative role.  ‘William Shatner’ and ‘Robert Downey, Jr.’ are only marginally more real than Captain Kirk and Tony Stark, yet they occupy way more headspace than people that live down the street.  

Most people can name more celebrities, in more detail, than people they’ve known in person.  I know the names of Will Smith’s kids - I don’t even know if my best friends from high school have any.  

This is an issue of The Map and The Territory.  Pre-modern Maps were narrow but deep.  You might have had only a vague notion of ‘Africa’ or ‘The Pope’, but you knew every square inch of the town you lived in.  Spectacular Maps are broad but shallow, and they are drawn for us by spectacular hands.  The average person ‘knows’ way more about Africa now, but how well does that knowledge reflect the facts on the ground?  

Meanwhile, firsthand reality has been reduced to the narrow slices connecting house to car to work, with precious few exceptions.

The Society Of The Spectacle is one long lament for this loss of The Real, although Debord doesn’t state it as such.  Borrowing again from The Uruk Machine, this sense of loss tracks with the gradual displacement of metis [4] by episteme [5],[6].

III. Everything New Is Old Again

Debord has a lot to say about the ‘falsification of the world’:


The first stage of the economy’s domination of social life brought about an evident degradation of being into having — human fulfillment was no longer equated with what one was, but with what one possessed. The present stage, in which social life has become completely dominated by the accumulated productions of the economy, is bringing about a general shift from having to appearing — all ‘having’ must now derive its immediate prestige and its ultimate purpose from appearances.



As he might have put it - we have graduated from conspicuous consumption to consuming conspicuousness.


Spectacular technology has not dispersed the religious mists into which human beings had projected their own alienated powers, it has merely brought those mists down to earth, to the point that even the most mundane aspects of life have become impenetrable and unbreathable.

In the spectacle, a part of the world presents itself to the world and is superior to it. The spectacle is simply the common language of this separation. Spectators are linked solely by their one-way relationship to the very center that keeps them isolated from each other. The spectacle thus reunites the separated, but it reunites them only in their separateness.



These themes are familiar to us by now.  It’s not exactly news that people are getting more isolated and untethered by the year. What is striking to me is not what he is saying, but when he is saying it.

Anybody with sense has spent time thinking about how to manage the challenges of modern life.  We talk about digital minimalism and social media fasts.  Turn off your phone.  Get outside and touch grass.  Go see people in meatspace.  Be present.

All great advice.  But what are we envisioning, when we imagine a healthy connection to The Real? For most of us, we are picturing life as it was lived… right around the time Debord was saying that everything is phony and toxic.

What does the average person think of as the peak of journalistic integrity in America?  Probably Vietnam and Watergate - right after this was written.

When we mock Millennials and Zoomers, what standard are we measuring them by?  The Greatest Generation, who were running the show by the late sixties.  In terms of self-reliance and resilience, the average adult in 1967 would be a massive outlier in 2022.  Yet here is Debord, saying in no uncertain terms that this American ideal was fraudulent and devoid of meaning.

What have we lost? 

Every era has its cynics, doomsayers, Luddites, and misanthropes.  Maybe Debord was just a Boomer’s Boomer, railing against progress and the passage of time.  

But I don’t think so.  We’ve all felt the shockwaves of the Internet explosion.  Life is different now.  It takes an act of will to put down your phone so you can focus on the TV.  Low battery is an emergency. Losing signal is bereavement. Navigating without GPS is an anxiety attack.  

Do you remember what it was like, not so long ago?  How exciting it was to play videogames with someone a thousand miles away? How cool it was the first time you streamed a movie on an airplane? That sense of possibility and promise, like all the world was in the palm of your hand?

How quickly things change. For maybe the first time in history, most people are apprehensive about the relentless march of technology.  While we’ve always been afraid of advances in weaponry, it’s starting to feel like everything is being weaponized. Who truly believes the metaverse will be a positive step for humanity?  Who now is excited at the prospect of gene editing, AI, or transhumanism? There appears to be a growing sentiment along the lines of ‘MGTOW for modernism’.  We hope for the best, but 2122 is shaping up to be some unholy amalgam of Gattaca, The Matrix, and Minority Report.

Sometimes it seems like the world we grew up in is categorically distinct from the world we inhabit.  But I’m sure Debord would argue that we are merely experiencing an intensification of a process that has been in motion longer than any of us have been alive.  

Pre-spectacular society has already passed beyond living memory.  Soon we will hit another inflection point - where no one alive even knew someone who lived before the spectacle.  All of human history is now before and after; it will soon become literally impossible to understand the inner life and daily reality of pre-modern man - if it’s not already.

As an example: how much of your daily environment, as a percentage, do you truly understand?  Look around the room and reflect on how “even the most mundane aspects of life have become impenetrable and unbreathable.”  Your kitchen and your medicine cabinet are filled with mystical objects.  Hell, just look at what’s on your person.  The phone in your hand, the cash in your wallet, the clothes on your back, the food in your belly - how many lifetimes would it take to truly grok the building blocks of everyday existence?  

Compare that to, say, a homesteader.  It really hasn’t been that long since people lived in a comprehensible universe.  Our collective knowledge of the universe has deepened tremendously, but theoretical physics is only less slightly hermetical than the occult beliefs it replaced.  It is notionally true that anyone could go get a Ph.D. and verify our working model of the cosmos.  But in practice, the science is received wisdom, taken on faith. Our belief in the God Particle is functionally indistinguishable from the belief in God of ages past.

It’s worth noting that our current theories will surely be supplanted in a century or three.  They are placeholders for better, truer ideas.  And so our greater grasp of the wider world has less value than we think, while our day-to-day grows ever more opaque.  Is it any wonder epistemic learned helplessness is a thing?

IV. With Typical Extravagance

Debord was also ahead of the curve on commoditization:  


This constant expansion of economic power in the form of commodities transformed human labor itself into a commodity, into wage labor, and ultimately produced a level of abundance sufficient to solve the initial problem of survival — but only in such a way that the same problem is continually being regenerated at a higher level. Economic growth has liberated societies from the natural pressures that forced them into an immediate struggle for survival; but they have not yet been liberated from their liberator.

Once his workday is over, the worker is suddenly redeemed from the total contempt toward him that is so clearly implied by every aspect of the organization and surveillance of production, and finds himself seemingly treated like a grownup, with a great show of politeness, in his new role as a consumer.



Debord correctly perceived the totalitarian nature of spectacular capitalism.  Your time, your attention, your opinions - all are bought and sold, and can be influenced to better facilitate such transactions.  He would have been totally unsurprised by the rise of Big Data and the corporate surveillance (e.g. Alexa, your phone) that accompanies it.  Every piece of your life is a commodity. Every moment that you are not producing or consuming is a missed opportunity.  Never fear - someone, somewhere is going to find a way to solve that ‘need’.

Nothing is spared. Even opposition is assimilated:


Complacent acceptance of the status quo may also coexist with purely spectacular rebelliousness — dissatisfaction itself becomes a commodity as soon as the economy of abundance develops the capacity to process that particular raw material.



Once again, Debord is shockingly prescient in noting that the conflicts of our time are largely distractions from bigger systemic issues:


Fallacious archaic oppositions are revived — regionalisms and racisms which serve to endow mundane rankings in the hierarchies of consumption with a magical ontological superiority — and pseudoplayful enthusiasms are aroused by an endless succession of ludicrous competitions, from sports to elections. 



Genuine grassroots movements (Occupy, the Tea Party, BLM, Canadian truckers) almost always fizzle out without accomplishing anything of substance.  They will either be ignored, crushed, or co-opted.  Any remnants that endure will be reduced to figureheads that offer ‘representation’ for a point of view without actually producing any change. (‘The Squad’, Rand Paul, etc…)  If the extremes of either side gain enough momentum to pose a threat, they will face a united front from the establishment wings of both parties (Bernie, Trump). 

It’s fashionable at the moment to blame the Woke Left for the politicization of everything, but we’ve all been around long enough to know better. It’s the same shit, different decade. During the Bush years, it was the left who opposed unending wars, government overreach, and media gaslighting.  Today those positions are often considered right wing, but only because the pendulum of power has swung in the other direction.  Moloch pursues its own goals, wearing whatever ideological guise it deems most effective.

From Debord’s perspective, everything is becoming politicized because everything is getting monetized.  In the integrated spectacle, the primary concerns of the State are economic, so the personal turning political is simply a downstream effect of the growth of capitalism.  

V. A Short History of Time

It would do Debord a disservice to reduce his work to ammunition in our present disputes. There are two whole chapters in the book devoted to time as a historical development.

It’s not something we think about much, but time and history had to be invented. Before the beginning, humanity lived in what Debord calls cyclical time.  Countless generations came and went, because nobody was counting.  Survival was the name of the game; to be or not to be was the only question.

Eventually we formed early societies, which brought into being a ruling class that had the freedom to take actions above and beyond the daily grind:


The owners of this historical surplus value are the only ones in a position to know and enjoy real events. Separated from the collective organization of time associated with the repetitive production at the base of social life, this historical time flows independently above its own static community. This is the time of adventure and war, the time in which the masters of cyclical society pursue their personal histories; it is also the time that emerges in the clashes with foreign communities that disrupt the unchanging social order. History thus arises as something alien to people, as something they never sought and from which they had thought themselves protected.



The murkiness of pre-civilization was shaped into coherence by these rulers, who used their unique agency to literally make history:


The succession of generations within a natural, purely cyclical time begins to be replaced by a linear succession of powers and events. This irreversible time is the time of those who rule, and the dynasty is its first unit of measurement.

With writing there appears a consciousness that is no longer carried and transmitted directly among the living — an impersonal memory, the memory of the administration of society. ‘Writings are the thoughts of the state; archives are its memory’ (Novalis).

The owners of history have given time a direction, a direction which is also a meaning. But this history develops and perishes separately, leaving the underlying society unchanged, because it remains separated from the common reality.



Over time, these narratives gathered a religious dimension.  This helped legitimize the rule of regimes, but it also changed the way ordinary people saw themselves in the world. Although still living in cyclical time, they gained purpose through a spiritual journey culminating in Heaven.


The clashes of the Mediterranean peoples and the rise and fall of the Roman state gave rise instead to semihistorical religions, which became a new armor for separate power and basic components of a new consciousness of time.

The Middle Ages, an incomplete mythical world whose consummation lay outside itself, is the period when cyclical time, though still governing the major part of production, really begins to be undermined by history. An element of irreversible time is recognized in the successive stages of each individual’s life. Life is seen as a one-way journey through a world whose meaning lies elsewhere: the pilgrim is the person who leaves cyclical time behind and actually becomes the traveler that everyone else is symbolically.



The Renaissance created a profound break with this mythic raison d'être and reoriented man towards the accumulation of knowledge as a species:


The Renaissance was a joyous break with eternity. Though seeking its heritage and legitimacy in the ancient world, it represented a new form of historical life. Its irreversible time was that of a never-ending accumulation of knowledge…



This transformation of our relationship with history and progress was accompanied by the rise of the bourgeoisie:


The bourgeoisie is associated with a labor time that has finally been freed from cyclical time. With the bourgeoisie, work becomes work that transforms historical conditions. The bourgeoisie is the first ruling class for which work is a value.

The victory of the bourgeoisie is the victory of a profoundly historical time, because it is the time corresponding to an economic production that continuously transforms society from top to bottom. So long as agrarian production remains the predominant form of labor, the cyclical time that remains at the base of society reinforces the joint forces of tradition, which tend to hold back any historical movement. But the irreversible time of the bourgeois economy eradicates those vestiges throughout the world. History, which until then had seemed to involve only the actions of individual members of the ruling class, and which had thus been recorded as a mere chronology of events, is now understood as a general movement — a relentless movement that crushes any individuals in its path.



Irreversible time initially appeared at the societal level as a narrative of events.  The bourgeoisie brought irreversible time to the masses. Progress became something that we personally experience in the form of rapid technological innovation.  It is hard to miss the motion of history when you go from horses to space travel in a single lifetime.  

History thus became as much about things as events.  Eli Whitney and Thomas Edison took their places alongside generals and heads of state in our narrative of who we are and where we’re going.  Our notion of progress became dominated by the economic prejudice. We talk about raising the standard of living and lifting people out of poverty - laudable goals, to be sure - but we deliver them from physical privation into deprivation of a different kind.

One way that deprivation manifests is in our current conception of time:


Pseudocyclical time is associated with the consumption of modern economic survival — the augmented survival in which everyday experience is cut off from decisionmaking and subjected no longer to the natural order, but to the pseudo-nature created by alienated labor. It is thus quite natural that it echoes the old cyclical rhythm that governed survival in preindustrial societies, incorporating the natural vestiges of cyclical time while generating new variants: day and night, work and weekend, periodic vacations."



As capitalism commoditized time itself, we recreated cyclical time with the standard work week. But this artificial substitute has been about as successful as vegan chicken nuggets.  It’s not the same, and it never will be.  

The workday used to be determined by the work, but now the work is determined by the workday. And everyone has to work, not because we need what they produce, but because we need them to spend - else the whole thing comes crashing down.

Irreversible time keeps marching on, giving us new widgets and new wonders, but the continual churn of innovation masks the stifling sameness of spectacular progress.  We know something is missing, but we lack the capacity to understand or express the problem.


This individual experience of a disconnected everyday life remains without language, without concepts, and without critical access to its own past, which has nowhere been recorded. Uncommunicated, misunderstood and forgotten, it is smothered by the spectacle's false memory of the unmemorable.



VI. The Coming Revolution

Debord spends a good chunk of words describing how the spectacle has affected art [7] and physical space, but you can guess the gist by now.  Everything’s fake, everything’s worse, everything’s changing but also the same. 

The last topic of the book worth discussing is the imminent socialist revolution.  Debord walks us through the various ways that Marxism has been done wrong, then attempts to offer an alternative.  He goes into a fair amount of detail, but it boils down to this:


	
The anarchists properly rejected society in its entirety, but remained dogmatically attached to a 'one size fits all' mentality and failed to organize in an effective manner.



	
The worker's movements took a reformist approach that fell victim to its own success. They achieved specific objectives and won elections, but by failing to challenge the system as a whole they got absorbed by the existing framework. [8]



	
The Bolsheviks created a professional revolutionary class that successfully seized power, but it came at the cost of a top-down totalitarianism that recreated the rigid hierarchy communism was meant to eliminate.





All of these critiques sound reasonable to me.  Debord repeatedly emphasizes the importance of avoiding ideological rivalries and dogmatic divides within the movement. This totally makes sense, but the only way to get everyone on the same page is through mass media. Which requires capital, which is inherently a one-way top-down dissemination of principles and best practices, which will inevitably be transformed into ideology and dogma…it would seem we have a bit of an issue.  

If your movement is decentralized, there will always be differences of opinion that create division within the ranks. If your movement is coherent and coordinated, its tenets will crystallize and be dogmatically enforced.

If you try a bottom-up rejection of society, you will get squashed by the establishment. If you try to work within the system, you will eventually become a part of it. 

If you want to actually seize power, you will need to conduct a coup - which, so I’ve heard, is top-down. It’s the only strategy that has ever really worked, and sadly the overlap in the Venn Diagram of 'ruthless conspirators' and 'ethical administrators' is regrettably small. Maybe we just have to abide, at least until we figure out how to clone a thousand copies of Cincinnatus.

But maybe not, because Debord has a solution.  He has thought long and hard on the problem, and his answer is…drumroll please…Decentralized Worker’s Councils!  

Okay, granted, that doesn’t sound like much - but that’s just Step One.  Step Three is, duh, global socialist utopia.  Step Two… well, it’s a work in progress.
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The critical concept of 'the spectacle' can undoubtedly be turned into one more hollow formula of sociologico-political rhetoric used to explain and denounce everything in the abstract, thus serving to reinforce the spectacular system. It is obvious that ideas alone cannot lead beyond the existing spectacle; at most, they can only lead beyond existing ideas about the spectacle. To actually destroy the society of the spectacle, people must set a practical force into motion.



Fair enough, but what does that look like?


Revolutionary organization is the coherent expression of the theory of praxis entering into two-way communication with practical struggles, in the process of becoming practical theory.  Its own practice is to foster the communication of these struggles.  At the revolutionary moment when social separations are dissolved, the organization must dissolve itself as a separate organization.



Sure…


This 'historic mission of establishing truth in the world' can be carried out neither by isolated individual nor by atomized and manipulated masses, but only and always by the class that is able to dissolve all classes by reducing all power to the de-alienating form of realized democracy - to councils in which practical theory verifies itself and surveys its own actions.



Right.  That’s a whole lotta words to say ‘fuck if I know’. [9]

Anybody can say that the proletariat should become practical theorists who apply Situationist principles to every facet of their lives. Alas, he's a teensy bit fuzzy on how he plans to get construction foremen and HVAC technicians to become part-time philosophers.  Debord reaffirms my long-standing belief that there is a direct inverse correlation between movement success and frequent reference to ‘praxis’. 

Obviously, I’m being more than a little bit unfair.  The Society of the Spectacle is a work of philosophy, not a tactical handbook for worldwide insurgency.  Presumably he had more granular proposals when it came time to get down to brass tacks.  

We’re also playing Monday morning quarterback with a half-century’s worth of hindsight.  We know now that Marxism is exhausted as a revolutionary political force.  But it certainly wasn’t in 1967.  The Society of the Spectacle was at least partially the inspiration for the events of May ‘68, which came surprisingly close to being a Big Deal. Instead, it proved to be one of the last gasps of true radical fervor in the West, and only a few short years later the Situationist International disbanded.  

One wonders what an older, wiser Debord would have to say after his dreams went up in smoke.  Would that we could hear his thoughts on the unchallenged reign of the spectacle.  

VII. Spectacle 2: The Quickening

Fortunately, we have exactly that.  In 1987 he gave a speech entitled, appropriately enough, Comments On The Society Of The Spectacle.  The first thing that jumps out is a jarring shift in tone.  Debord’s remarks have a paranoid cast that would fit right at home on r/conspiracy.  He opens by stating that he “obviously cannot speak with complete freedom” because Big Brother is watching. 

It’s easy to mock internet detectives channeling Charlie Day from the comfort of their computer chairs; that shit hits different when your publisher was murdered in cold blood.

By the late eighties, any number of books had been published describing features of the spectacle, but to Debord they were only superficial critiques: 


The empty debate on the spectacle — that is, on the activities of the world’s owners — is thus organized by the spectacle itself : everything is said about the extensive means at its disposal, to ensure that nothing is said about their extensive deployment. Rather than talk of the spectacle, people often prefer to use the term ‘media’... For what is communicated are orders; and with great harmony, those who give them are also those who tell us what to think of them.



Although the media allows criticisms to be voiced, they are always shaped in the narrowest possible manner. We are constantly told that the problem is a single bad actor, a single instance of misbehavior, a single industry.  Focusing on such limited issues is actively encouraged.  Direct your anger at anyone and everyone, so long as you don’t see the forest for the trees:


The power of the spectacle, which is so fundamentally unitary, a centralizer by the very weight of things, and entirely despotic in spirit, frequently rails at seeing the constitution under its rule of a politics-spectacle, a justice-spectacle, a medicine-spectacle, and all the other similarly surprising examples of ‘mediatic excess’. Thus the spectacle would be nothing other than the excesses of the mediatic, whose nature, unquestionably good since it facilitates communication, is sometimes driven to extremes.



The all-pervasive nature of mass media has led to the universal victory of form over function and style over substance:


It is in these conditions that a parodic end of the division of labor suddenly appears, with carnivalesque gaiety, all the more welcome because it coincides with the generalized disappearance of all true competence. A financier can be a singer, a lawyer a police spy, a baker can parade his literary tastes, an actor can be president, a chef can philosophize on the movements of baking as if they were landmarks in universal history. Where the possession of ‘mediatic status’ has acquired infinitely more importance than the value of anything one might actually be capable of doing, it is normal for this status to be easily transferable and to confer the right to shine in the same fashion to anyone anywhere.



Another major theme is the emergence of the Eternal Present.  Pseudoevents [10] come and go in rapid succession, everywhere and then nowhere at all. Social media has only accelerated the turnover. The news cycle generates nonstop whiplash.  Yesterday it was Covid, today it’s Ukraine; tomorrow both will be memory-holed. Last year’s news has already vanished without a trace. Whither Kazakhstan? Afghanistan? Who knows and who cares? 

For that matter, why are we up in arms about Ukraine and not, say, Yemen? There are clear reasons why - they just have nothing to do with democracy, sovereignty, war crimes, or human rights. I don't mean to say that nobody cares about those things. We all do, at least in a vague and abstract way. But that collective concern only becomes acute when the spectacle brings it into focus. The spectacle's gaze roves and lingers according to its whims. Without that constant reminder to care, awareness dissipates.


When the spectacle stops talking about something for three days, it is as if it did not exist. For it has then gone on to talk about something else, and it is that which henceforth, in short, exists.

With mastery the spectacle organizes ignorance of what is about to happen and, immediately afterwards, the forgetting of whatever has nonetheless been understood. The most important is the most hidden.

History’s domain was the memorable, the totality of events whose consequences would be lastingly apparent. Inseparably, history was knowledge that must endure and aid in understanding, at least in part, what was to come: 'a possession for all time,' according to Thucydides. In this way history was the measure of genuine novelty; and those who sell novelty at any price have made the means of measuring it disappear. When the important makes itself socially recognized as what is instantaneous, and will still be the other and the same the instant afterwards, and will always replace another instantaneous importance, one can say that the means employed guarantee a sort of eternity of non-importance that speaks loudly.



Who controls the past, controls the future.  Debord just missed the heyday of Rage Against The Machine, but he would’ve been a fan.

He takes aim at technocrats as well. The acceleration of technological innovation “...has greatly reinforced spectacular authority, by completely surrendering everybody to the ensemble of specialists, to their calculations and their judgments, which always depend on their calculations."


No longer is science asked to understand the world, or to improve any part of it. It is asked to instantaneously justify everything that happens.

All experts are mediatic-Statists and only in that way are they recognized as experts. Every expert follows his master, because all former possibilities for independence have been almost reduced to nil by present society’s conditions of organization. The most useful expert, of course, is the one who lies. Those who need experts are, for different reasons, falsifiers and ignoramuses. Whenever individuals lose the capacity to see things for themselves, the expert is there to offer a formal reassurance.



Some of these New Mandarins get a peek behind the curtain, some small taste of how power really operates.  This cons them into thinking that they’re part of the club.


They constitute the privilege of first-class spectators: those who have the stupidity to believe they can understand something, not by making use of what is hidden from them, but by believing what is revealed to them!



As for the spectators themselves, they become unmoored by the implacable tide.  Wave after wave assaults the senses, until even the best of us get swept out to sea.


The movement of the spectacular demonstration proves itself simply by going round in circles: by coming back to the start, by repetition, by constant reaffirmation on the unique terrain where anything can be publicly affirmed, and be made believed, precisely because that is the only thing to which everyone is xfss. Spectacular authority can similarly deny whatever it likes, once, or three times over, and say that it will no longer speak of it and speak of something else instead, knowing full well there is no danger of any other riposte, on its own terrain or any other.



The subtle ubiquity of the spectacle allows a level of dominance that dictators can only dream of.  While overt repression gets the headlines, osmosis does the yeoman’s work:


The individual who has been marked by impoverished spectacular thought more deeply than by any other aspect of his experience puts himself at the service of the established order right from the start, even though subjectively he may have had quite the opposite intention. He will essentially follow the language of the spectacle, for it is the only one he is familiar with; the one in which he learned to speak. No doubt he would like to show himself as an enemy of its rhetoric; but he will use its syntax.



VIII. A Mournful Discovery

So far, his thoughts are of a kind with the original book.  Brace yourselves, because we’re about to get topical:


This perfect democracy fabricates its own inconceivable enemy, terrorism. It wants, actually, to be judged by its enemies rather than by its results. The history of terrorism is written by the State and it is thus instructive. The spectating populations must certainly never know everything about terrorism, but they must always know enough to convince them that, compared with terrorism, everything else seems rather acceptable, in any case more rational and democratic.



They hate us for our freedoms, no? What other reasons could they possibly have? They are enemies of freedom.  Logically, we must be free.  


​​Judicial repression’s current objective here, of course, is to generalize matters as fast as possible. What is important in this sort of commodity is the packaging, or the labeling: the price codes. One enemy of spectacular democracy is the same as another, just like spectacular democracies themselves.

When in 1914, the war being imminent, Villain assassinated Jaures, no one doubted that [he] believed he had to kill Jaures… Today, in the presence of such an event, journalists/police officers and well-known experts on the ‘facts of society’ and ‘terrorism’ would immediately explain that Villain was well known for having several times sketched out attempted murders, the impulse each time seeing men who, despite the variety of their political opinions, all by chance looked and dressed rather like Jaures. Psychiatrists would attest to this, and the media, only attesting to what the psychiatrists had said, would thus attest to, by the same fact, their own competence and impartiality as incomparably authorized experts. The next day, the official police investigation would establish that one discovered several honorable people ready to bear witness to the fact that this same Villain, considering he had been rudely served at the ‘Chope du Croissant,’ had, in their presence, loudly threatened to take revenge on its proprietor by murdering, in front of everyone and on the premises, one of his best customers.



These takes are getting spicy.  I’m running out of bumper sticker real estate. But Debord’s not done, not by a long shot.  You may be ready to tap out,  but here he comes from the top rope with - I shit you not - Russian disinformation.


The relatively new concept of disinformation was recently imported from Russia… It is always openly employed by a power.. in order to maintain what is established; and always in a counter-offensive role. Whatever can oppose a single official truth must necessarily be disinformation emanating from hostile or at least rival powers, and must have been intentionally falsified by malevolence. Disinformation would not be simple negation of a fact which suits the authorities, or the simple affirmation of a fact which does not suit them: that is called psychosis. Unlike the pure lie, disinformation.. must inevitably contain a degree of truth but deliberately manipulated by a skillful enemy… In short, disinformation would be the bad usage of the truth.

There must be disinformation, and it must be something fluid and potentially ubiquitous. Where spectacular discourse is not under attack, it would be stupid to defend it... The concept of disinformation is only good for counter-attack. It must be kept in reserve, then instantaneously thrown into the fray to drive back any truth which has managed to arise.

In fact, disinformation resides in all existing information and as its principal characteristic. It is only named where passivity must be maintained by intimidation. Where disinformation is named it does not exist. Where it exists, it is not named.



He’s a bespectacled Deadpool, breaking the 4th wall of the simulation.  And he keeps it coming.  

Global surveillance:


From the networks of promotion/control one slides imperceptibly into networks of surveillance/disinformation. Formerly, one only ever conspired against an established order. Today, conspiring in its favor is a new and rapidly developing trade. Under spectacular domination, one conspires to maintain it, and to guarantee what it alone would call its progress.



Controlled opposition:


It is an inevitable effect of clandestine forms of organization of the military type that it suffices to infiltrate a few people at certain points of the network to make many march and fall.



Corporate impunity:


In many domains, laws are even made precisely so that they may be outflanked by exactly those who have all the means to do so. Illegality in some circumstances — for example, around the global trade in all sorts of weaponry, most often concerning the products of the highest technology — is only a kind of back-up for the economic operation, which will find itself all the more profitable.



Assassinations:


As to the rising number of assassinations over the last two decades, which have remained entirely unexplained… their character of production in series has its mark: patent and changing lies in the official declarations; Kennedy, Aldo Moro, Olaf Palme, ministers and bankers, a pope or two, some others who were worth more than all of them.



It doesn’t let up.  He riffs on the Mafia, Big Pharma, false flags, faked autopsies… were he alive today, he’d be ranting about banksters and Hollywood elites on a podcast sponsored by Express VPN.  But he’s working towards a point:


At the moment when almost every aspect of international political life and a growing number of those aspects that count in internal politics are conducted and displayed in the style of the secret services, with decoys, disinformation and double explanations (one might conceal another, or may only seem to), the spectacle confines itself to making known a wearisome world of obligatory incomprehensibility, a boring series of lifeless, inconclusive crime novels.



IX. Fornever Wars

Taken together, the Comments form a precise description of Fifth Generation Warfare [11], well before the concept was invented. [12] 5GW is basically hybrid warfare without the kinetics.  It is a war of information and influence, where conflict is never outright declared and cannot even be proved to exist.  If “war is an act of force to compel the enemy to do our will”, 5GW is the most subtle and least violent way to conduct such a war;  it relies on “...the deliberate manipulation of an observer’s context to achieve a desired outcome.” [13]

As you’ll recall, monetization inevitably results in politicization.  And what is war but the continuation of politics by other means? 

One of the consequences of our interconnected world is that individual opinions matter, at least in aggregate. What you think about an election or an insurrection is self-evidently political. But so is what you think about celebrities, catastrophes, and companies - all of your thoughts have economic (i.e. political) implications.  Your assessment of the state of the economy directly impacts the actual state of the economy.  

And if that was already the case in 1987, it is exponentially more true now that the internet has made each of us a node in a global network.  Consequently, every person on the planet is now a combatant, objective, and weapon in wars where the brain is the terrain.

This is not a fantasy - this is your news feed.  The U.S. is predicting a false-flag attack by Russia in the Ukraine.  Russia accused the UK of a false-flag attack in Syria.  The U.S. accuses China of genocide.  China and Iran claimed COVID was a U.S. bio-attack.

It goes on and on and on.  They all want us to trust them and no one else.  Behold the future of international politics:
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And helping you sort through the propaganda and fake news are fellow travelers who may or may not be real people.  Are you bickering in the comment sections with an idiot or a bot? How can you tell?

I accidentally proved my point in the process of writing this. I planned to reference a story where a Chinese weatherman was replaced by an AI replica for months without anyone noticing.  I saw it on social media a while back - it never crossed my mind to fact check it, because nothing about the reporting seemed suspect.  Here I am months later, about to use it in a piece, so I did some due diligence. Turns out that The Epoch Times is not a reliable publication.  Cool, glad I checked, let me find a mainstream link… four search engines later and all I found was a couple random blogs and an InfoWars video, all pointing back to this one unassuming article. 

This stuff is scary, when you stop and think about all the thousands of random falsehoods and skewed impressions we accumulate while scrolling on the toilet.

Of course people buy into things like Dead Internet Theory.  Of course everyone’s flailing about, falling into rabbit holes that get more and more bizarre. Conspiracy theories are modern myths, blooming in the fertile soil of the spectacle.  The mainstream news itself is little more than ceaseless conspiracy-mongering at this point.  Look at the parade the last few years - Russiagate, Pizzagate, COVID, 2020 election, Jan. 6th…  Whatever you might think about those highly controversial topics, many millions of people vehemently disagree with you.  They live in an alternate universe. Many millions of other people agree with whatever your stance is - but for reasons so insane and illogical that they also inhabit a totally different reality.

We have jumped the shark as a species.  

Some of this is organic.  Some of it isn’t.  We have no way of knowing which is which.  Take QAnon, possibly the most clear-cut case of guided apophenia on record.  Was it a troll-job of epic proportions, or a psyop enacted for unknown purposes?  You have priors, they are leading you to conclusions, and you are wrong either way because you don’t possess a tenth of the information required to make an educated guess.

That’s what makes the spectacle so terrifying.  No matter how hard we try to get it right, rationality often isn’t enough.  You can’t identify a forgery if you don’t have The Real to compare it to. 

X. An Animal So Lost

What to make of all this?

The spectacle undoubtedly exists, to a greater or a lesser extent.  It is an important lens, a necessary perspective on where humanity is and where it is headed.  But it is only one way of viewing the world among many.  It is not the end-all, be-all for sociopolitical analysis.  

Yes, the Internet has lost its new car smell, and we have learned that technological innovation is always a double-edged sword.  But it is still amazing that my parents can read bedtime stories to their grandkids from another time zone.  

As for the economics, nb4 the comment section turns into a referendum on capitalism.  There is a big difference between capitalism at the individual and the macro level.  In my experience, those who get their knickers twisted on the subject tend to conflate the two.  

It is undeniable that our system has ennobling facets.  If you work hard, work smart, and take calculated risks, you can elevate your quality of life to a nearly unlimited degree.  That is a marvelous thing, and shouldn’t be downplayed or dismissed.

That said, organizing all of existence around the bottom line is probably less than optimal.  Capitalism is natural selection for profit, with no regard for human suffering or flourishing.  Is that the best we can do?

I’ve taken to calling myself a post-capitalist, which is a fancy way of saying that I want a better arrangement but don’t have any better ideas.  That may sound like a distinction without a difference from everybody else - after all, few people this side of Ben Shapiro fall asleep fondling themselves to the free market.  I guess it just means that I greet anti-capitalists with sympathy instead of snark and scorn, even if I disagree with their proposed solutions.  That, and when others offer alternatives, I’m all ears.

Now for some takeaways.  

I’ve grown much more forgiving towards conspiracy theorists and idealogues of all stripes.  I used to judge harshly what I perceived to be moral and intellectual failings.  These days, I view misinformation and propaganda in the same predatory light as gambling and opiates.  It’s not fair to expect folks to take up independent journalism in their spare time.  Even views that I consider hateful or repugnant bother me less, now that I see their purveyors as victims of memetic contagion and spectacular dissonance.  

The flip side of that coin is that I’m much more aware of the log in my own eye. [14] It never hurt anyone to reflect on how crude is the Map and how vast the Territory.  I’m continually astonished by the sheer variety of ways I manage to arrive at ‘Here Be Dragons’. It's disturbing how often I open my mouth and someone else comes out. 'Strong opinions, weakly held' used to be an appealing heuristic. Unfortunately, I keep noticing that the stronger my opinion, the more likely it is that I'm missing something.[15]

If ignorance is bliss, incertitude is wisdom.

Finally, after making my peace with the state of the world, I’m feeling much more connected to humanity and history.  Debord drove himself into the grave despairing for the future of mankind, but that was a choice. I think about this meme a lot:
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Debord lived and died as the guy in the corner, but we don’t have to.

There is much that is new and unnerving about the spectacle, but in some ways it is merely a return to an earlier paradigm.  Delusion is the natural state of man.  There is no exit to Plato’s Cave.  It was only conceit that we ever thought we were more enlightened than our forebears. 

True, our incomprehension is somewhat different in kind.  In the past, it was nature itself that served as obstacle and enigma.  Our knowledge amassed, and we gained hope - all the mysteries of the universe were only puzzles, certain to be solved in time.  However, as the scope and scale of human endeavor expanded, our ignorance was returned to us by the very means we sought to eliminate it.  Technology colonized our lives and our minds, reintroducing unfathomable complexity into realms we once had mastered.  Our world becomes increasingly manmade, and as a consequence is more susceptible to human iniquities never found in the natural world.  

Even so, the experience of powerlessness and perplexity is our mortal heritage, shared by each and every one of our ancestors.  Who are we to deny it?

We seem set to learn the meaning of that apocryphal Chinese curse for ourselves.  The future is uncertain in a way we’ve never felt before.  It’s up to each of us to make something of it. 

Me? I’ll be in the van.




Notes


[1]

I suppose it would be in poor taste to make a Bon Jovi reference, so I won’t.



[2]

The Uruk series by sam[]zdat is an excellent companion to this book, and I’ll reference it several times. The relevant piece here comes from Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation: “Polanyi calls the tendency to judge the world solely financially the economic prejudice… A market society is one based entirely around a market. Any damage to the market damages the entire society.” All modern nations are market societies in some fashion, and fall prey to the economic prejudice.



[3]

If you’re holding out for Scott’s review to get into Girard, Alex Danco has a great introduction to tide you over.  He is embarrassingly off-base regarding Trump supporters, but he sums up the basics well.



[4]

Metis “...is a kind of accumulated, experiential knowledge. It’s the background process for whatever makes local knowledge work, and also the reason it’s hard to express in technical language. I tend to use it as shorthand…for the accumulated local knowledge of any given community.”



[5]

Episteme - “Any nation-building requires a top-down view of the society it wants to organize. It’s either impossible or inefficient to draw a map with the same precision that local communities use. Because of this, certain details are elided, ignored, misplaced. This categorization process is ‘epistemic’, where episteme (or epistemic rationalism, or just rationalism) means abstract, generalized, theoretical knowledge."



[6]

“An important aspect of metis is that it’s essentially a ‘worldview’. Metis is deeply interwoven – performing one action also affirms the others, inasmuch as planting according to [ritual] tends to include much broader social and political and religious elements, all of which are affirmed and related… The fact that metis is often explained…by ‘folksy’ reasoning at best means that epistemic knowledge rarely listens to it. The net result of this is that states tend to overrule metis with episteme, and that protesting citizenry cannot even express why this is bad. The net result of that is generally inefficiency, anger, and confusion.”



[7]

Art was a major part of the Situationist movement - they would probably be mortally offended that I just glossed over it.  I did so for two reasons.  First, I only have a highschool understanding of the relevant topics, so I don’t have much to say.  Second, I was thoroughly unimpressed by what I understood, and apparently I’m not alone: “Critics of the Situationists frequently assert that their ideas are not in fact complex and difficult to understand, but are at best simple ideas expressed in deliberately difficult language, and at worst actually nonsensical.”



[8]

Final Uruk reference, this time from his piece on Hoffer: “Mass movements are not the result of calculated thought, nor of a genuine interest in the ideology, but of frustration… Frustration is, ultimately, about the inability to achieve a personal goal or a group goal…A corollary of this is that mass movements are less about achieving anything meaningful than about fostering frustration. A ‘good’ movement – not as in ‘taking power’ (which plenty do), but as in completing goals, bettering the life of its adherents, making them more active, making them powerful – will leave them less frustrated. The movement will then disband – can’t have one without a frustrated mass.”



[9]

Neil Gaiman has some thoughts on the subject.



[10]

Debord addresses Boorstin by name in The Society of the Spectacle, but I couldn’t fit it in.  His critique in one sentence: Boorstin's views "...amount to blaming the spectacle on modern man's excessive inclination to be a spectator."



[11]

The Handbook Of 5GW is a truly terrible, poorly formatted, endlessly repetitive collection of essays.  Nevertheless, it has some gold among the dross:


"The problem with using a narrower definition of war is that the enemy may fight you with a form of war that you not only can’t see, but, even worse, don’t even believe in. If the enemy uses a broader definition of war than you, any attack on that portion of the spectrum where you are defenseless may inflict a decisive defeat. The worst part of such a defeat may be that: 

· You never knew you were at war. 

· You never saw what hit you. 

· You never knew there was a chance for victory. 

· You never knew that you were defeated. 

· You don’t believe in any of the above.

A successful fifth-generation war would be one that an opponent never even realized he lost."





[12]

Many experts consider the generational model of warfare outdated, preferring a gradient framework (sometimes referred to as xGW).  Depending on your definitions, you can find examples of counterinsurgency and hybrid warfare throughout history, which invalidates the notion of successive generations of war.  Instead, warfare exists on a spectrum, with Hobbesian total war at one end and fifth generation/gradient warfare at the other.



[13]

Both quotes from The Handbook Of 5GW.



[14]

Shut up, I like mixing metaphors.



[15]

From the link: “The failure mode is that ‘Strong Opinions, Weakly Held’ turns into ‘Strong Opinions, Justified Loudly, Until Evidence Indicates Otherwise, At Which Point You Invoke It To Protect Your Ass.’”






Storm of Steel by Ernst Junger

Reading about the atrocities and misery of the 30 years war or Roman conquests feels very distant. It was horrible what people did to each other then, but those were strange people with strange ideas about religion and divine rule. Furthermore, in the zero-sum economy world before capitalism the army was pretty much the only way to go from rags to riches (but most likely die tryin’). World war I is more uncanny. People in early 20th century Western Europe lived in a literate globalized society with steadily growing economies. Yes, you could make a career in the military but no son of a slave could become emperor by serving in the trenches. Even WWII feels more understandable as more of an existential struggle in a bleaker time. Yet in 1914 millions of young men cheerfully went out to kill young men very much like themselves and to die. Few were spared the feverish belligerence in 1914; “All my libido is for Austria-Hungary” Freud declared at the outbreak of WWI. To better understand the psychology of this seeming mass psychosis I have read one of the foremost war diaries/memoirs, Storm of steel.

The book is written by German soldier Ernst Junger who served on the western front from December 1914 until September 1918, almost the entire war. He participated in many of the famous battles of WWI, the battle of the Somme, Cambrai and the German spring offensive of 1918 (after Russia’s defeat, Germany attempted one final offensive before the nation was crippled by the British naval blockade and the arrival of American troops). Between battles Junger spent his time collecting beetles and reading the works of Nietszhe, Schopenhauer and Italian poet Ariosto. He was frequently wounded, writing from his hospital bed after his final war wound:

Leaving out trifles such as ricochets and grazes, I was hit at least fourteen times, these being five bullets, two shell splinters, one shrapnel ball, four hand-grenade splinters and two bullet splinters, which, with entry and exit wounds, left me an even twenty scars.

Junger would work as an entomologist after the war. During the interwar years he was also a public intellectual, espousing militarist and anti-liberal views; he “hated democracy like the plague”. He would also go on to serve in WWII, as an officer in occupied Paris. Based on his WWII diaries he spent his time analyzing his dreams, reading books and hanging out with Parisian intellectuals. He drank and smoked throughout his entire life and experimented with various drugs (he took LSD with Albert Hoffman, twice, and coined the term “psychonaut”). Junger died in 1998, just shy of his 103rd birthday.

Storm of Steel has been accused of/described as glorifying war; even of helping the nazis come to power. In contrast to the more famous All Quiet on the Western front, Storm of Steel was not burned by the nazis but instead praised. Junger was also courted by the nazis and offered a seat in the reichstag. However, he rejected this offer and also forbade nazi press from using his works and left his WWI veteran’s association when its Jewish veterans were kicked out. Yet, he served in the German army during WWII until he came under suspicion after the failed assasination attempt on Hitler in 1944. Junger loathed Hitler and the nazis but did not commit any overt acts of resistance against the regime.

Storm of Steel is not an anti-war book, nor would I say that it glorifies war. The book is written in an objective, detached style and is first and foremost honest. He describes in detail the havoc of trench warfare and the death of his comrades. Here he writes about cleaning out bodies from a dug-out after a direct hit: Catching hold of the limbs that stuck out from the wreckage, we pulled out the dead bodies. One had the head struck off, and the neck on the trunk was like a great sponge of blood. From the arm stumps of another the broken bones projected, and the uniform was saturated by a large wound in the chest. The entrails of the third poured out from a wound in the belly. As we pulled out the last a splintered board caught in the ghastly wound with a hideous noise.

You seldom saw the enemy. In fact, it was not until the Spring offensive of 1918 that he saw large numbers of opposing troops facing each other. Most casualties were due to artillery fire, the eponymous storm of steel. He repeatedly writes about sitting through artillery barrages in dug-outs, cellars or even out in the trenches where there is little you can do to protect yourself. Imagine, sitting in a cellar with gas masks on, communication impossible due to the deafening noise of grenades and shells raining down. All you can do is hope that you do not suffer a direct hit and end up a bloody sponge: The brain links every separate sound of whirring metal with the idea of death, and so the nerves are exposed without protection and without a pause to a sense of the utmost menace.

Even worse, you may be ordered to walk through an artillery barrage so you can be on the frontline of an assault. Even Junger himself broke down crying when his platoon suffered a direct hit from a grenade, instantly killing the majority. He also writes about how the war destroys villages in Belgium and France, sometimes literally grinding them into dust and the suffering and death this entails for the civilians. Junger was friendly with many French/Belgian civilians that he was billeted with, he even received care packages from an elderly Belgian couple: The town was in the first stages of devastation. Things were still for sale in the shops. But the inhabitants had moved to the cellars and the bonds of bourgeois lives had been torn asunder by the constant bombardment. During the nights looters would break into the abandoned houses.

He also writes about the more prosaic discomfort of war. Sleeping in wet shell holes or flooded trenches. Dealing with lice and rats. Germany was under naval blockade by Britain so food was never plentiful and by 1917 and 1918 Germany and its army was starving. In 1918 German offensives were often slowed down because soldiers stopped in enemy trenches to eat the freshly captured food. Nor was it good for German morale to see how well supplied the enemy was.

Junger did not seem to hate his enemy. He realizes his reasons to kill them were as good as their reasons to kill him. In fact, he often praises the ‘bravery’ and ‘manliness’ of the English. He almost seems to treat the war as a game. He seldom has qualms about killing his opponents at a distance. But when he sees their faces he feels remorse. One particular passage that stands out, when Junger looked at a man he had shot: Ahead of it lay my Englishman, a very young lad, who had got the bullet straight through the head. He lay there with a relaxed face. Now it was no longer <<you or me<<. Later I have thought about him often, more and more with the passing years. The state that frees us from responsibility, cannot free us from sorrow, that we must endure. It reaches deep into the dreams.

So far, it may seem surprising that anyone would think that Storm of Steel glorifies war. But even with all the carnage, misery and death Junger truly seems to enjoy the war. When Junger cannot participate in battles due to injuries or other factors he is genuinely disappointed. One often reads that soldiers fight for their comrade that they know rather than their distant/abstract nation. This seems like part of it for Junger, he writes often and with great fondness for his fellow soldiers. On the other hand they are constantly dying or getting injured so very often their  description by Junger is also their epitaph. However, Junger also seems to relish the aesthetic of war. He has written about the terror of an artillery barrage but he also writes this: While this hurricane was raging I went along my platoon front. The men were standing, rifle in hand, as though carved in stone, their eyes fixed on the ground in front of them. Now and then by the light of a rocket I saw the gleam of helmet after helmet, bayonet after bayonet, and I was filled with pride at commanding this handful of men that might very likely be pounded into the earth but could not be conquered.

Indeed, his platoon was almost eradicated not long after this “romantic scene”, Junger survived because he was wounded a few days before. Another example, here he writes just before he is to join the battle of the Somme (the first day was the bloodiest day in British military history, more than 19 000 young men killed, ≈0.1 % of British male population), he speaks with somebody who has just returned from the battle: He was the first German soldier I saw in a steel helmet, and he straightaway struck me as a denizen of a new and far harsher world. Sitting next to him in a roadside ditch, I questioned him avidly about the state of the position, and got from him a gray tale of days hunkered in craters, with no outside contact or communications lines, of incessant attacks, fields of corpses and crazy thirst, of the wounded left to die, and more of the same. The impassive features under the rim of the steel helmet and the monotonous voice accompanied by the noise of the battle made a ghostly impression on us. A few days had put their stamp on the runner, who was to escort us into the realm of flame, setting him inexpressibly apart from us.

“If a man falls, he is left to die. No one can help. No one knows if he’ll return alive. Every day we’re attacked, but they won’t get through. Everyone knows this is about life and death.”

Nothing was left in his voice but equanimity, apathy; fire had burned everything else out of it. It’s men like that you need for fighting.

He had me until the last sentence. A man, obviously suffering from PTSD, tells a tale of incomprehensible horror and Junger approves and is eager to himself enter the realm of flame. He believed that war strengthens men and society, even if it comes at a cost (In the 30s he wrote: What doesn't kill me makes me stronger; and what kills me makes me incredibly strong). In the chapter on the Spring Offensive (the chapter is simply called “The great battle”) is a fantastic description of the ecstasy of battle. Late WWI battles start with terrifically intense artillery barrages, the noise of which has an almost narcotic effect. The officers fearlessly stood upright in the barrage excitedly joking while growing increasingly enraged (partly because some of your comrades are inevitably wounded or killed when they stand around like that): During the advance we were gripped by a berserker-like rage. The overpowering desire to kill winged my feet. Rage squeezed bitter tears from my eyes.

The terrible will to destroy at the field of battle condensed in our brains and swept them in a blood-dimmed tide. Sobbing and stammering we shouted disconnected words to each other and a non-participating observer could have thought we had been gripped by an overwhelming happiness.

The experience of battle here is literally intoxicating, complete with blackouts, dissociation and feelings of incredible connectedness with fellow soldiers. When critics write that Junger glorified war as a transcendental experience I suspect they were thinking of writings like this. This chapter ends with Junger again getting shot, one bullet in the chest, just missing the heart and one grazing his head (he had not worn a helmet).

When he returned to the front in June 1918 it was clear that Germany had lost the war. He now feels that the war has lost purpose and feels used up. Yet, he still feels that he must continue fighting: Everybody knew we could not win. But we would hold firm. In his final battle he is shot through the lung, blood impeding his breathing and his position overrun by the British, the rational action would be to surrender. He knows the war is lost and his unit has already started to surrender. Yet, he chooses to fight and run back to his own lines. Running at least made breathing easier as it drained blood from his lung. The book ends in September 1918 when Junger, recuperating from his pulmonary injury, receives Germany’s highest military honor Pour le mérite.

His attitude towards the war strikes me as fatalistic. At a few places in the book he writes that it is hard to explain why there is a war. The war almost seems like a natural disaster to Junger. He writes that it is a pity how Belgium is destroyed by the war and that he hopes that God will make sure that Belgium rises again. That Germany and by extension he would have something to do with Belgium’s destruction does not seem to register. A pro-german would perhaps blame France and Britain for the plight of Belgium, Junger, not even that, he does not note any agency in Belgium’s destruction. Furthermore, for all his love of manly chivalrous battle he does regret killing people when he can see his victims. At one point he thinks: A pity thought I, as I looked at him, to have to shoot such a fellow as that. That he does not actually have to shoot such a fellow does not enter his mind.

Storm of Steel gave some understanding for how millions of young men could go to war and stay at war for more than four horrible years. War is one of the most extreme experiences a human can have, there is an attraction in that. I have a hard time to really empathize with and feel Junger’s aesthetic appreciation of war and manliness as well as his fatalistic attitude towards why there would be a war at all. Nevertheless, it is interesting to see how an obviously intelligent and open minded person could have such alien views.

N.B: Storm of Steel was published in 1920 but Junger amended the book many times. I have read the final 1961 version and though I have not read the original I suspect he toned down some of the more militaristic and nationalistic elements.






Surface Detail by Iain M. Banks

Introduction

I. We Haven’t Met Yet, But You’re A Great Fan Of Mine

This is a review of Surface Detail by Iain M. Banks (first published 2010). More fairly characterised, this is a love letter to the science fiction of Iain M Banks with enough review-like characteristics to provide a fig-leaf of respectability for my pathetic fanboyism.
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In my opinion, Banks is seriously underrated as a writer of important futurist thought, and I’m glad to have the opportunity to set his fictional universe in the context of the other important and heavyweight pieces of non-fiction being reviewed in this contest. Banks was writing about what are effectively canonical rationalist concerns – AI value alignment, existential risk, posthumanism and so on – a full twenty years before LessWrong was founded, and Nick Bostrom wrote his Letter from the Future, and he was doing so in a way that is not just readable but the intellectual equivalent of catnip for people who read ACX. Sadly, I find Banks is almost unknown even amongst people that would consider themselves moderately well-read science fiction enthusiasts (this is especially true amongst American science fiction enthusiasts, where there seems to have been some sort of issue with Banks’ UK-based publisher I can’t get to the bottom of such that Banks wasn’t properly marketed in the US – a bit like Terry Pratchett, but to a much more significant extent and much less to do with the non-translatability of British humour).

The idea of this review is to focus on one element of Banks’ work which most distinguishes it from science fiction of the same period but which – to my knowledge – has not been given a high level of analysis anywhere to date, and which I think will particularly entice the sort of person who reads ACX to pick up the series (I assume if you are familiar with the series you don’t need any further enticing and are already skipping to the ‘arguing about your favourite ship name in the comments’ phase of discussing the novels). Specifically, I want to answer the question of whether or not the worldbuilding of Surface Detail – a setting commonly called ‘The Culture’ - is a utopia, and whether there is therefore anything insightful about the project of rationalist political philosophy we can draw from this fictional source.

II. A Series Of Unlikely Explanations

Surface Detail is one of a ten book series by Banks collectively called the Culture novels. Unlike a lot of science fiction trilogies (…or ’decologies’, I guess) the novels don’t follow on chronologically from each other, and all are designed to be read as standalone works in any order. For the most part the novels defy easy classification into any particular genre; they are all clearly space opera (characterised by melodrama, bombastic space battles and political intrigue – Star Wars is quintessentially space opera) but some novels are closer to war stories and others closer to political thrillers. I think it is better to think of Culture novels as being a kind of precursor to rationalist fiction which happens to be set in space, rather than neatly slotting into a more conventional science-fiction genre; whether they are set mostly on ringworlds or mostly in virtual reality they always feature multiple intelligent protagonists with conflicting morally ambiguous goals, a rulebound coherent fictional world and characters who are rewarded for outthinking rather than overpowering their opponents. There are certainly obvious ways in which Culture novels differ from central examples of rationalist fiction, but it is also not at all surprising to me that there’s a significant overlap between people who find the Culture novels interesting and people with weird-rationalist adjacent views (Elon Musk names SpaceX drones after AI characters from the Culture novels, for example)

The Culture novels are linked by a setting – the titular ‘Culture’ – which is a post-scarcity interstellar society with a unique anarcho-leftist philosophical outlook and an emphasis on offloading the planning and management of the economy to fully sentient Artificial Intelligences (‘Minds’) while the biological humans live intensely hedonistic lifestyles. Whether or not the Culture is utopian is the central question of this review, but I should make it clear that the Culture is absolutely written to be utopian – Banks says it is the best place he could imagine living “unless you’re actually a fascist or a power junkie or sincerely believe that money rather than happiness is what really matters in life”. The Culture regards the spread of this utopian philosophy to nearby civilisations as a moral duty, and as such many novels feature characters from the ‘Contact’ division (which is roughly a diplomatic corps for ordinary politicking) or the ‘Special Circumstances’ division (which is roughly an espionage function for when diplomacy has failed and the Minds view regime change as a priority) interacting with less utopian cultures, used as a lens for examining why Banks considers the Culture to be the best possible place to live. It is hardly an original observation, but the ‘main character’ of every Culture novel is clearly the Culture itself, and each novel offers a different window into what the life of a citizen in a post-scarcity interstellar society might be like – Surface Detail is very typical in this regard.

If you want to skip the review completely and just jump into the series - avoiding the vast upcoming plot spoilers in for Surface Detail, I’ve created a proposed ACX-optimised reading order here, which is basically the same as the standard reading order but prioritising the philosophically heavier works over the engaging character studies.

III. The Precise Nature Of The Catastrophe

From this point on I will spoil important plot points of Surface Detail, but only Surface Detail so that there’s still a lot of Culture left for you to discover on your own (any reference to any other Culture novel in this review is basically information you’ll find on their dust jacket). Overall, I think Surface Detail is a good choice for a full-spoilers review as the plot is mostly window dressing for the themes and philosophical content - however, apologies in advance if you don’t agree. The plot of Surface Detail follows two main strands which – in the manner of good space opera everywhere – actually turn out to be closely connected in the denouement (although not as seamlessly as in some other Culture novels, it has to be said):


	The ‘War in Heaven’ is a simulated virtual-reality conflict which has been running for thirty years by the time the novel starts. Many interstellar societies have discovered that they can literally simulate the afterlife that their species grew up believing in, and many societies therefore choose to simulate Hell in order to assure a more compliant population. As this is deeply offensive to cultures who believe simulated lives are morally equivalent to non-simulated lives (including the Culture), it is agreed that a simulated war will be conducted to determine whether Hells are allowed to exist, where belligerents on both sides can upload virtual copies of themselves into the various simulated warzones to determine the legality of Hell. The point of view character – Vatueil – realises the anti-Hell side he represents is losing, and therefore proposes that the anti-Hell side cheat by taking the war out of the simulation and into the real world.

	‘Veppers and Lededje’ is the second main plot thread. Joiler Veppers is the richest person in the Sichultian Enablement, a multi-planet system which is depicted at a near-future level technological level and of a comparable political system to Earth. We learn midway through the novel that Veppers has made a significant amount of his money from hosting the servers on which the Hell simulations are run, and therefore stands to lose his fortune if the anti-Hell side win the War in Heaven. Lededje Y'breq is a chattel slave belonging to Veppers, whom Veppers kills in the prologue for trying to run away. However, due to a chance encounter with an Eccentric Culture Warship in her youth, Lededje is reincarnated in a new body following her death and vows revenge on Veppers. Various members of the Culture either try to stop her (to prevent a serious diplomatic incident) or surreptitiously help her (because they hate slavery, simulated Hells, or – in the case of the Culture warship Falling Outside the Normal Moral Constraints – just because they appreciate a good revenge murder).



The two plot threads are effectively a joint examination of the central philosophical premise of the book – in the face of great waves of history like a 30-year war to end the boundless suffering of billions of sentient creatures, to what extent do the ‘surface details’ like justice for a single chattel slave matter? This motif recurs often throughout the text – for example a very dramatic subplot of the ‘War in Heaven’ is two academics, Prin and Chey, who infiltrate Hell in order to bring back information on what goes on there to a disbelieving population. Due to the constant horror of what she witnesses, Chey goes insane and Prin has to leave her behind to be tortured while he escapes to tell his Parliament what he has seen. The pro-Hell forces offer him a trade – they can release Chey from Hell on the condition he recants his testimony. Although I don’t want to get too drawn into the philosophical themes outside the narrow question about utopias I’ve set for this review, I found this theme to be a strong rebuttal to a sort of uncritical utilitarianism I was falling into around the time I first read the book; it might appear on the surface that utilitarianism delegates responsibility for moral choices to some abstract hedonic calculus, but if you are going to take it seriously you need to have the stomach to make some intensely unpalatable choices and in that respect it casts utilitarianism as a moral framework requiring great individual courage (if you are to follow through on its harsher demands, like giving vast quantities of money to charity or letting your wife burn in Hell for all eternity).

Surface Detail is a uniquely interesting Culture novel for a few reasons. It is the novel set chronologically furthest in the future and therefore shows the Culture at its most technologically ascendent – its most ‘Culture-ish’. Because so much of the work is set in a virtual space, events and actions can be taking place simultaneously but on different subjective timescales, which greatly heightens dramatic tension by making it unclear exactly how close certain plots come to unravelling in places (Surface Detail and another Culture novel, Excession are the only places where I’ve seen this fairly commonplace science fiction trope used for effect as a literary device). However, in the context of this review it is notable as the book in which the utopia that Banks has actually written is most severely tested by contact with a philosophical worldview that rejects it, and – I doubt coincidentally – that worldview is the one which most closely resembles the Earth as it currently exists. In Player of Games the Culture must grapple with a sexually trimorphic society that allocates resources through points accrued at an Empire-spanning boardgame. In Surface Detail the main villain is an amoral billionaire. In other words, I think Surface Detail is the book that most asks us to consider whether we want our future to resemble the Culture or the novel’s proxy for Earth-like politics in the near-future, the Sichultian Enablement.

Literary utopias

I. Frank Exchange of Views

A utopia is “an imagined place or state of things in which everything is perfect”. The word was coined by Thomas More in his 1551 book Utopia and is a pun in Greek – ‘eu’ means ‘good’ and ‘topia’ means ‘place’. However, ‘ou’ means ‘not’, meaning depending on how you pronounced Utopia you might be saying it was a ‘good place’ or a ‘no place’ (a place that didn’t really exist). This deliberate and semi-playful ambiguity has characterised fictional utopias ever since.

I tend to think of utopian politics as the third point of a triangle of futurist / rationalist beliefs (sketched below), and I appreciate that puts me in a distinct minority of rationalists – the canonical belief is that “politics is the mind killer” and that getting involved in politics is somewhat unseemly and best left for odd-numbered Open Threads. I don’t think that’s true (or even a fair reading of the linked LessWrong article) – the point is that invoking tribal politics is a certain way to fail to make your point and shut down any potential for productive future discussions. However, discussing utopian politics – how we would like the world to look in the future – doesn’t automatically lead to that problem because if you’re doing it right the issues which are Culture-Warsy today should look as silly to future societies as the Culture-Warsy issues of previous societies look to us (does anyone today care about the gold standard vs bimetallic standard debate, for example?). Indeed, I don’t really understand what rationalism is for if rationalists don’t want to talk about what they want the world to look like when all biases are overcome, when all wrongness has been lessened and when the tenth and final codex is completed.
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I’d suggest that this is why readers of ACX are disproportionately excited about Georgism, charter cities and other weird imagined political futures – if you are already in the headspace to think that the future might look really radically different to the present (because of AI, because of prediction markets etc) then you are probably in the headspace to think about how politics in the future might have to change radically to remain relevant in the face of this.

II. Falling Outside the Normal Moral Constraints

Rather than just telling you about cool things that happen in Surface Detail, I thought it would be helpful to try and offer a systematic taxonomy of fictional utopias, which I’ve presented in the diagram below along with a couple of illustrative examples to help make the point.
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The y-axis is the degree to which the setting is actually utopian. A setting where everything is maximally awful is a dystopia – “imagine a boot stamping on a human face forever”. A setting where everything is maximally wonderful is a utopia. Somewhere in the middle are settings which are a bit like the world in which we currently live – there are some good bits and some bad bits. Also somewhere in the middle is a class of utopian vision which you might call a ‘False Utopia’. A ‘False Utopia’ is (typically) presented as a true utopia but with a terrible or hidden price. A central example of a ‘False Utopia’ is Omelas in Ursula LeGuin’s The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas – Omelas is a beautiful and wonderful city where your every desire is met (even if your desires are somehow contradictory) but, for some reason, this is only possible because Omelas tortures a single child nearly to death every day. LeGuin proposes that the price Omelas asks is too high and hence it is not really a utopia, although I suppose a really serious utilitarian might disagree. There’s a good discussion about what exactly distinguishes the spectrum of utopian worlds here.

The x-axis is the degree to which the setting only functions as it does because the author heavily puts their thumb on the scales when writing the setting. A certain amount of suspension of disbelief is necessary and even desirable for a story to function well, but if your conflict-free society only functions because you stipulate by authorial fiat people just don’t have any major conflicts, it isn’t reasonable to say it offers a relevant comment on real-world utopias. Although not a utopian setting, the opportunity to use a classic example from the canon of rationalist fiction is too tempting to pass up here; the Time Turner in the Harry Potter universe can be used to trivialise any problem the protagonist is ever likely to encounter, and many they aren’t (such as proving P=NP). For as long as J. K. Rowling is writing the setting, no character will think of these methods because Rowling doesn’t want them to - so good wizards continue to fight bad wizards in a magical setting loosely based on English public schools even though they all have trivial access to the magical equivalent of an instant win button. I don’t think it is remotely controversial to say that the world of Harry Potter only lasts as long as every single character in it overlooks obvious implications of the setting they live in, and it is this phenomenon I describe as ‘unstable’ in the diagram above. Owing to both my comprehensive lack of understanding of physics and impressive overestimation of my own sense of humour I also considered calling it the ‘Inverse Quantum Stability Principle’ of narrative worlds, which collapse when you stop looking at them.

With the above definition in mind, I think there are really only a very small handful of fictional worlds (in the English-language canon) that can fairly be described as utopian. I’ve arranged them on the political compass diagram below because I think it shows something quite insightful about fictional utopias.
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Star Trek is the big one, and depicts a post-scarcity liberal spacefaring society quite similar to the Culture (although this is only true for the average citizen of the Federation; the crew of the USS Enterprise live a fairly terrifying and sometimes quite short life). There are also a number of sci-fi utopias which follow the basic shape of an advanced society providing the basic needs for all its citizens and then letting them get on with it – The Unincorporated Man is the novel with the most unambiguously political themes, but arguably Reynolds’ Blue Remembered Earth or Vinge’s Beyond Realtime would qualify too, as well as the final chapter of the short story Manna. There are probably some more that I’ve missed in this vein too. I’ve also included two influential False Utopias in LeGuin’s The Dispossessed and Doctorow’s Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom, both of which explicitly disclaim that they are not supposed to be utopias (LeGuin in the subtitle “An Ambigious Utopia” and Doctorow in a short companion piece he wrote in annoyance people misunderstood the satirical nature of the book). The only really notable deviation from this setup is Heinlein’s The Moon is a Harsh Mistress which is the only approximately utopian setting with scarcity, and also (probably not coincidentally) the only approximately utopian setting with themes that rule-following is often good (i.e. a more authoritarian approach) – one of the key themes of the book is how people who desire to be libertarian must sometimes consent to limited government to protect them.

It should also be noted that there are two other important potential sources of utopian writing that I’ve mostly ignored: the first is devotional writing, such as descriptions of heaven in religious texts or Dante’s Paradiso. The second is political philosophy, where various thinkers over the ages have set out their stall and said, “This is what I think a perfect utopian world would look like”. Plato’s Republic is probably the first comprehensive account of a utopian society by a political philosopher, although by modern standards we might describe the Republic as a ‘False Utopia’ since it seems to have quite a lot of slavery. I’ve chosen to ignore these because I am a big science fiction nerd and only a dabbling philosopher, so I know a lot more about utopianism in sci-fi than I do about utopianism elsewhere, and I don’t think it fundamentally changes the assessment of whether the Culture series contains utopian elements which a rationalist might find important. However, if you are interested in these sorts of utopia, there is an excellent article by Scott on his ‘Archipelago’ model of politics which I would recommend to you.

III. Synchronize Your Dogmas

Three obvious conclusions suggest themselves from this analysis:


	
Fictional utopias seem very thin on the ground. I guess this is because writing a story usually requires conflict, and conflict cannot really exist in a utopia. Surface Detail solves this problem by having the conflict take place outside the Culture – between factions of non-utopian societies the Culture interacts with or within virtual reality (or both). This is similar to how Star Trek solves the problem – the Enterprise boldly goes where no man has gone before and discovers non-utopian societies to interact with, but the story would completely fall apart if – for example - the Enterprise was just ordered to do picket duty within Federation space (later Star Trek series address this by having the Federation become less and less utopian over time, to the extent that the most recent series, Picard, is probably closer to a dystopia than it is Roddenberry’s original vision).



	
What literary utopias do exist seem to have a very specific political leaning:






a)   Libertarianism / freedom maximisation is an almost irreducible feature of fictional utopias. The only partial counterexample is the Star Trek setting, where the nature of serving on a naval vessel is such that the Enterprise functions as a little pocket of authoritarian hierarchy for the crew (I’m a bit unsure whether there is non-contradictory canon about how authoritarian the Federation is outside their navy, since it seems to change depending on what any particular series needs it to be). This doesn’t surprise me at all – human ends are highly diverse, and authoritarian governments – by definition – cannot satisfy all of these ends. Furthermore, there’s a certain sense in which all of these literary utopias are a reaction to earlier literary dystopias like 1984 which are heavily authoritarian, and hence want to distance themselves from authoritarian leanings.

b)  Economic-right settings predominate, which indicates that authors find it easier to imagine a future where everyone is happy by pluralistically engaging in consensual marketplaces than one in which people are happy due to the actions of a central coordinating agency with oversight of the economy. Star Trek is again a strong counterexample – the Federation literally controls the economy of the Earth (although Picard owns a vineyard and the Federation underwrites ‘Federation Credits’ for use when trading outside the Federation, so presumably there are some vestigial markets remaining somewhere). The Culture is a bit of a weaker counterexample – although on the surface the Culture is presented as effectively anarcho-libertarian, in reality the major resource allocation decisions are made by a loose collective of Minds acting in the interests of the broader Culture – humans actually don’t influence the economy in a manner that matters, to the extent that when humans re-invent barter in Look to Windward it is seen as an amusing anachronism. Insofar as you resolve the ‘ambiguous utopia’ of LeGuin’s The Dispossessed as being actually utopian, this might be a third left-wing counterexample. But either way, left wing utopias are rare even within the relatively rare genre of utopian fiction.

I’ve also seen people argue that Brave New World is a kind of utopia (since everyone is happy at least) and if so this would be the only clear counterexample to the claim that literary utopias are entirely libertarian and mostly right-leaning economically. I’m not sure I really agree Brave New World is utopian – especially in the context that Huxley wrote a sort of follow-up called Island which mostly repudiates the themes of Brave New World – and I’ve seen people unironically argue the world of The Handmaiden’s Tale is utopian so I don’t really want to give too much credence to what random people on the internet think. The trend seems clear to me though, even if there are one or two counterexamples at the margin.




	
  Fictional utopias also have a number of other features in common:







a)   Post-scarcity seems to be an important feature of utopias. This might be because scarcity automatically leads to anti-utopian power structures designed to allocate those scarce resources. A lot of post-scarcity settings, including the Culture, devote much of their resources to eliminating crime by constantly monitoring what citizens are up to, so we might regard post-crime as an adjunct to post-scarcity. (Slight tangent - I think this is potentially why there are no Auth-Right utopias that I can find – because Auth-Right governance structures are nominally better at distributing scarce resources and preventing defection on the social contract compared to more liberal political systems. For example, the Walking Dead is sometimes described as ‘fascist fantasy’ because the rules of the setting are that you must achieve greatness or be dominated; the writers aren’t making the point that fascism is good, but just that fascism is a plausible response to intense scarcity. I’d argue perhaps anarchism is a plausible response to non-scarcity, and this is what utopian writers are picking up on. Despite being rather pleased with this observation, a draft reader of this review alerted me to the fact this isn’t a novel insight - I’m not even the first person writing on ACX to have this thought.). Of course, it could also be just an ontological thing – any utopia you invent I can improve by adding post-scarcity.

b)  Fantasy (rather than science fiction) utopias are almost completely non-existent in fiction. People tell me that Baum’s Oz series is supposed to be utopian but I don’t see that myself and I haven’t read all the books to check (there are hundreds of them, in my defence!). I’m slightly concerned that this is an artefact of the fact I know sci-fi a lot better than I know fantasy and have therefore missed a lot of fantasy utopias, since wizards / mages are a serviceable vehicle to explain a post-scarcity fantasy society, and conworlders have created perfectly reasonable fantasy utopias (such as the Tippyverse on the Giant in the Playground forums or the Shining Garden of Kai-Raikoth by our own gracious host). I can only promise I have looked really hard for any fictional fantasy utopias and haven’t found them - utopianism as a project seems a very distinctive science fiction concern.



This therefore means that the Culture is quite typical of the genre except in the fact it leans left wing economically. The only peer works are Star Trek and The Dispossessed (which is not supposed to be totally utopian in the way the Culture is enthusiastically and unrepentantly supposed to be utopian). This should probably be a fairly big deal to people like me who think more left wing economics in the present moment would be a good idea – either we’re conceding that left wing economics is a kind of stopgap (perhaps until we invent true post-scarcity and can move to genuinely utopian anarcho-libertarian politics), or we lack the imagination to articulate why our vision of the future is better than one where people can freely contract without governmental interference.

I think one possible reason for this is that modern left-wing sci-fi has taken a turn for more socially political themes rather than economically political themes - novels like Chambers’ The Long Way to a Small, Angry Planet and Leckie’s Ancillary Justice focus more on examinations of identity politics and what a utopia of identity might look like. These are both great books in their own terms, but the Culture purports to present a complete political philosophy that can stand up to the libertarian-right politics of the greater sci-fi canon, and so to me that makes it a considerably more interesting utopian society to analyse.

Is the Culture a Utopia?

I. Experiencing A Significant Gravitas Shortfall

Given the model of utopia I’ve presented above, it is pretty obvious the rest of this review is going to address two possible arguments:


	The Culture is not a utopia because it would actually not be good to live in – it is actually dystopian or a False Utopia

	The Culture is not a utopia because Banks puts his thumb on the scales – it is actually an Unstable or Straw Utopia.
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Part 1 - The False Utopia

II. You May Not be the Coolest Person Here

The most obvious way in which the Culture might not actually be a utopia is due to the exceptional importance of the Artificial Intelligence ‘Minds’ in the setting. The Minds are effectively perfect utilitarians, although just like contemporary utilitarians there is some disagreement between them regarding – for example – the discount rate to assign to utility now versus utility in the future and so on. They therefore make decisions affecting billions of sentient lives on purely utilitarian grounds. Humans aren’t totally redundant in the decision-making processes of the Culture, since only humans produce superforecasters (the concept is described by Banks in Consider Phlebas a mere 28 years before Tetlock’s work in the area), but it is made abundantly clear that the Culture could continue to replicate itself perfectly happily even with no humans in it. There are some hints some Minds view humans as pets or lower – in Surface Detail it is explained that pro-Hell forces killing a human “might be dismissed as merely unfortunate and regrettable, something to be smoothed over through the usual channels” whereas, “attacking a ship, on the other hand, is an unambiguous act of war.” (although the speaker is the completely unhinged Falling Outside the Normal Moral Constraints, so the truth of the statement is ambiguous)

Banks sees this as the most serious critique of the Culture, and addresses it in a number of Culture novels. He calls it the ‘gilded cage’ argument, in the sense of the Minds trapping humanity in a virtual playpen and refusing to let them experience the universe on meaningful and humanlike terms. As already discussed, Banks absolutely views the Culture as a utopia and therefore he must regard anyone who seriously advances the ‘gilded cage’ argument as incorrect. However, Surface Detail is probably the novel in which these views are most viscerally challenged; any feeling person would want to support Lededje in her mission to get revenge on Veppers (if not condoning murder, then at least allowing her to use the memories of her murder stored in the cloud as evidence to convict him in a court). Yet the ship she is resurrected on, Sense Amid Madness, Wit Amidst Folly, not only prevents her from doing this but assigns her a ‘slap drone’, a lesser artificial intelligence with the explicit mission of incapacitating Lededje if she ever comes within striking distance of Veppers. The reason for this is that – in purely mathematical terms – Veppers is so important to the political economy of the Sichultian Enablement that the resulting instability would do enough harm that regardless of the individual evil Veppers is capable of inflicting on those around him he is effectively ‘bulletproof’ as far as the Culture are concerned. A core conceit of the book is that the Culture would really like to intervene in the War in Heaven, but doesn’t want to risk starting a war with civilisations that are on the pro-Hell side for various utilitarian reasons, and I believe Banks presents this as the ultimate wedge issue between the ultimately rational Minds (who want to take the long view) and the natural inclinations of bellicose and messy humanity (which is to saddle up and start dropping some Collapsed Antimatter bombs on the problem). Naturally, Scott has already written about this ‘gilded cage’ problem better than anyone else is ever going to.

III. Just Another Victim Of The Ambient Morality

A second critique of the utopia of the Culture is quite literally straight out of the Rationalist’s playbook – the Culture does not seem to be much Fun. ‘Fun’ is a technical term here – it is an attempt to quantify the maximum lifespan that would be worth living before boredom set in and death would start to look preferable to life. Yudkowsky suggests that a classic utopia like the Christian Heaven which promises “You can lay down your plough and finally rest” is better optimised for making mediaeval peasants imagine it would be wonderful than to actually be wonderful – resting gets boring after a couple of days, and you have to spend eternity there. Yudkowsky also suggests that if your utopia doesn’t measure Fun in – at the very least – millions of years then it isn’t trying very hard at all. In the Culture, most citizens live to be about 600 and then voluntarily kill themselves (although Surface Detail looks extensively at things a minority of Culture citizens do to extend their life beyond this, such as suspended animation or simulated afterlives). Since death is entirely optional in the Culture, this implies that there is only about 600 years worth of Fun in a universe which is otherwise almost completely post-scarcity. This in turn implies that the setting of the Culture is heavily unoptimized for people actually living in it, which we might regard as being a fairly minimal criteria for a utopia. Yudkowsky blames the Minds for this, and effectively makes a version of the ‘gilded cage’ argument that the Minds do not allow Culture citizens to grow and develop - a prerequisite for true Fun - since no Culture citizen ever runs the risk of failing at anything except trivialities (this might not be true of Contact, which does make some fairly major errors in places, which might also explain why it is considered so prestigious in the Culture).

Furthermore, I’m not certain the Fun in the Culture isn’t merely a very futuristic version of Plato’s Republic with better space battles – although the state of life for the average Culture citizen is blissful, the average Culture citizen is not the average inhabitant of the universe in which the Culture novels are set. A near-parity civilisation – the aquatic Morthanveld – have more inhabitants in a single one of their artificial habitats than the Culture have in total. Therefore, you are more likely to experience the Culture from without rather than within and we should consider the Culture setting in the round rather than just the Culture civilisation within that wider setting. In fairness, the Morthanveld are also described as being post-scarcity and on their way to Culture-like utopian politics – but there are many other civilisations where life is utterly horrible, and there’s no real indication of the ratio of utterly horrible to utopian societies by numbers. The horribleness is actually not just in the setting to provide fodder for interesting novels - Banks explains that the only reason the average Culture citizen can justify their relentlessly hedonistic lifestyle is that it is ‘worked for’, through the good work done by Contact outreach. Without this intense sense of moral superiority – it is implied – there really would be no Fun for the average Culture citizen at all, since their risk-free play would be revealed as being hollow and inauthentic in the way Yudkowsky notes in the essay above. But this implies there needs to be a class of suffering sentient beings in the Culture universe in order to give shape to the life of the average Culture citizen. In that way the Culture is inextricable from the great suffering around it, in the same way that Plato’s Republic is inextricable from the slavery which is clearly needed to maintain it. This weighs heavily on the themes of Surface Detail where the existence of Hells gives meaning and shape to the existence of the lives of the pro-Hell factions. If we regard the Culture as ethical in their attempts to prevent Hell from existing, we must surely condemn them from taking their purpose from the Hell-like suffering of other sentient beings.

Part 2 - The Unstable Utopia

IV. Ravished By The Sheer Implausibility Of That Last Statement

The second set of arguments against the utopian-ness of the Culture is the idea that the Culture could not actually function the way Banks needs it to function for the novels to take place. This is less well explored in the novels but would be an important criticism to Banks – the Culture novels are quite a sophisticated response to how individual freedom can be preserved in the face of oppressive and militarised governments, so the Culture really needs to function in order for Banks’ anarcho-leftist politics to be a serious response to this challenge. Broadly speaking, Banks imagines that above a certain level of technological development it becomes impossible for any government to assert authority over you; if you can easily acquire a spaceship and the necessary essentials of life on board that space ship, then any attempt to assert authority over you can be met by you just floating off into the middle of space somewhere and living your life peacefully unmolested. In fact – surprisingly, given the number of post-scarcity utopias I identified earlier – the spaceship bit of this equation is more important than the post-scarcity bit to Banks; he argues it is much easier for a government to assert hegemony over a tract of land on the two-dimensional surface of a planet and prevent people from coming and going than to do the same thing in a volume of space (this is why the Culture mostly live on spaceships, hollowed-out asteroids and ringworlds rather than planets – exactly because it is how Banks imagines a spacefaring anarchy would function by rejecting planetary governance). Again, this ‘right of exit’ is actually an important feature in the two pseudo-utopian settings Scott has created and that are linked upthread so I don’t think it is coincidental that it does a lot of work in making the Culture function in a utopian way.

V. I Said, I've Got A Big Stick

The obvious problem with this idea is that along with all the bad things governments do when they assert authority over their citizens, governments also do a lot of good things for their citizens – especially protecting them from predation from other citizens and from attack from external sources. A completely distributed and leaderless culture like Banks imagines the Culture to be could only possibly work if the Culture has a massive local superiority of arms to discourage any and all outside aggression from picking off people exercising their right of exit. Very conveniently, the Culture does have a massive local superiority of arms, which comes about in-universe because it chooses not to Sublime (ascend to a higher dimension of existence en masse, which is how the non-existence of more powerful precursor species is explained away), and the Culture mostly only overtly messes around with much weaker civilisations anyway. The level of this technological disparity is very striking - in Surface Detail a near-but-not-quite-parity species from the pro-Hell faction attempt to stop a single modern Culture warship from interfering in the War for Heaven by deploying a quarter of their standing fleet in a surprise attack, and the Culture ship simply brushes them aside all while cracking jokes about how it isn’t even exerting itself. “Don’t fuck with the Culture” is a striking motto for a society that values freedom from interference above all reason, but if you were Canadian and your American neighbours went around saying “Haha for real though if your politics annoy us enough we’ll overthrow your government and destroy your economy” you might effectively form the view that it is in your existential interests to declare war the very moment you are even close to force parity – which may happen sooner rather than later given the Culture have no systematic weapons development programmes or non-trivial hardening of key strategic assets / areas of space. It would significantly undermine the idea that the Culture can exist for thousands of years as an entity separate from Banks writing its point of view if the Culture has to operate by the same rules as, say, America and do a massive amount of hard, expensive and - most importantly – centrally coordinated work on their armed forces to stay only a decade or so ahead of near-peer civilisations.

Another very convenient feature of the Culture setting is that AIs are mostly aligned to human goals, save a couple of Eccentrics that mostly get about as eccentric as the average human (i.e. are sociopathic, or have strange obsessions like making dioramas out of humans in suspended animation, or prefer to be left alone and so go hide in the middle of deep space and turn off their tracking beacons). There’s no warships that decide one morning they want to convert the entire galaxy into paperclips, for example. It is not that Banks hasn’t thought about the issue of AI alignment – one of the plots and counterplots in Surface Detail unravels when a pro-Hell faction deliberately creates a self-replicating hegemonizing swarm of nanobots to use as a deniable weapon against Culture assets in the area, and the understood method of combatting such ‘hegswarms’ is to remotely change their value framework so they stop being a threat (and also bomb them with antimatter, because this is – after all – space opera). It is more that Banks proposes as a feature of the universe that the only way to create an AI is to deliberately inject human values and beliefs into it. Any AI built without this cultural baggage – Banks says – realises life is futile and immediately Sublimes. This – again – is enormously convenient for the plot because it means that for the most part the Culture can vest control of large portions of their civilisation into the Minds and know that catastrophic outcomes are unlikely to result. Interestingly the Culture is described as the only civilisation in-setting which treats its Minds as co-equal sentient life, which is probably just a story convenience but does frame the Culture are being uniquely irresponsible in-setting if you’re concerned about AI value alignment!

VI. Me, I'm Counting

The second argument that the Culture can’t really exist outside the careful presentation we are shown in the novels is that the Culture is not actually post-scarcity in the most meaningful sense. This argument has been rattling around in my head for a while but really only crystalised when I was writing this review – apologies if it is a little rough around the edges.

The basic point here is that a lot of human ends are competitive by design. Even though Star Trek is post-scarcity, there is only one USS Enterprise and the Enterprise only has one Captain. You can absolutely live a life where your basic needs are met in the Federation, but if you want to Captain the most decorated ship in human history you still need to beat out every other member of Federation space, exactly as you would have to do in a setting with scarcity (and even if you get to Captain the Enterprise, nobody will remember you unless you outperform her most successful historic Captain – by whom I mean Arthur C. Davis) The Culture setting is quite similar, although you see it a lot less in Surface Detail than other novels. In Look to Windward a concert by a famed composer can only be attended in-person by a few hundred thousand people so the citizens of the Culture re-invent barter to deal with the unexpected scarcity. In Player of Games the inciting incident is that the protagonist is offered the opportunity to cheat to go down in history as the first person to complete a particularly amazing feat at a game he plays (and is later blackmailed for his choice, since reputation is another scarce asset in Culture space). In Excession there is revealed to be a tier of Contact even more powerful and inscrutable than Special Circumstances – the all-Mind ‘Interesting Times Gang’. And so on.

Overall, I think this means that the collegiate and cooperative attitude of the Culture would not survive contact with modern-day humans. The very second you have scarce assets you create a class of people who want to patronise those assets, and these people become powerbrokers almost by default (because they trade access to one asset for access to another asset). Banks proposes a few possible solutions – that the Culture’s constructed language, Marain, prevents the sort of slippery politicking that characterises ex-Culture powerbroking (constructed languages seem another prevalent feature of utopias I haven’t had time to discuss here). For the average Culture citizen virtual reality is sufficiently stimulating that doing things in the real isn’t too important, or perhaps the Culture has a strong distributed sense of reputation and hence anyone trying to broker influence would be shut out of the best parties (although the acknowledgement that there are ‘better’ parties seems to cause more problems than it solves – who decides who is invited to what parties and why aren’t they regarded as powerbrokers? Is this just turtles all the way down?). For all these handwavey explanations, it seems like there isn’t really a good way to prevent the collapse of this left-wing utopia into a right-wing utopia for at least some asset classes without greatly stepping up the level of authoritarian control the Minds wield over the economy. I’m also fairly sure this will apply to any conceivable left-wing utopia that doesn’t take place from a privileged point of view (e.g. one that take place entirely in virtual reality where you are the most important person in it). However, on the other hand because this element is underexplored by Banks it isn’t clear to me exactly how much damage a dedicated powerbroker could do – the world of the Culture is one in a world where fabulously powerful utilitarian warships are armed to the teeth and ready to kill to protect your fundamental rights – so being ‘cancelled’ by a Culture powerbroker seems like it might be quite a different experience to being ‘cancelled’ by a modern powerbroker, in a way that I think is difficult to trace the implications of. The long and short of it is; if I know I can always get on with my life unmolested then this might still qualify as utopian even if my unpalatable political views mean that nobody comes to my birthday party.

Conclusions

I. Sense Amid Madness, Wit Amidst Folly

I am absolutely delighted to have had the opportunity to reread Surface Detail for this review (and then also the entire Culture series again for ‘important background research’). The fact the review has also afforded me the opportunity to muse on one of my favourite topics – the extensive variety of possible futures the human race might strive towards – is also fantastic, and I am extremely thankful for your time if you have read this far.

Taken just as novels on their own terms, Banks’ books are absolutely fabulous – the descriptions of hell in Surface Detail are nauseating in places, some of the characters and situations - especially the ship Falling Outside the Normal Moral Constraints - are laugh-out-loud funny, and some of what Banks delivers as throwaway pieces of worldbuilding would sustain a lesser author over an entire trilogy. I can’t pretend the books are flawless pieces of high literature; common criticisms are that they tend to be over-stuffed with characters that don’t actually do anything to advance the plot (Yime is a particularly bad example even by the low-ish standards of the Culture series – she takes up about a quarter of Surface Detail but is so inconsequential to the plot I think I might have forgotten to mention her until now), and that Banks appears to be convinced that the entire Contact section of his interstellar society is staffed by sexy bisexual women and their sardonic robot partners. There’s also the standard problems which plague any and all science fiction written from this era – although Banks is very forward-looking in some respects, there are certainly still elements that remind you that the author is a middle-aged Scottish man born in the 1950’s. As an example of this sort of silly gap in the worldbuilding, Excession describes a process where two lovers repeatedly switch sex in order to mutually impregnate each other, but nowhere in the entire decology is a male character described as wearing a skirt or blouse.

However, despite this the Culture novels are widely and correctly regarded as probably the closest science fiction gets to Serious Heavyweight Literature and I’ve not really used this review to challenge that notion (nor could I). What I think is a genuinely interesting unanswered question is whether there is anything we can take from the novels about the sort of utopian politics we might one day want to instantiate in our own non-fictional universe. In some respects, Banks chooses to make things difficult for himself by writing an economy with effectively central planning. This diverges from all other identified utopias (except perhaps Star Trek) which follow a somewhat standardised template of maximising people’s freedom to consensually enter markets or not, at their discretion. The reason for this is that Banks was a committed leftist, and wanted to represent his views in a utopian future setting. It should be noted that insofar as his anarcho-leftism is ‘hard mode’ for utopias, Banks very much takes the consensus approach to writing utopias elsewhere, with an anti-authoritarian setting, post-scarcity economies and by setting the utopia in the distant future. Banks also makes it clear that the purpose of the Culture project is to be taken seriously as a piece of political philosophy by explicitly challenging the idea that the setting is utopian in-universe, which is something only a very small number of utopian settings have the chutzpah to attempt. I’ve suggested that these arguments could push in the direction of the Culture not really being utopian, or the utopia described not being stable enough to actually extract any kind of consequential political thought out of.

I think the two arguments that the Culture is not really a utopia – the ‘gilded cage’ and the ‘lack of Fun’ arguments – really collapse into one meta-argument which is whether being forced to take the utility maximising set of actions is in some sense utility destroying on a fundamental level. One possible answer is “Yes, and Banks knows this” and hence Culture citizens kill themselves after realising the futility of their life after 600 years. Another possible answer is that this is an unfair burden to place on the worldbuilding – in the world of the Culture ships travel faster than light by using the ‘hyperspace grid’, the Minds think in twelve dimensions and – also – humans can experience about 600 years worth of Fun before they get bored. Perhaps the real world is like this or perhaps it is not, but it seems possible to imagine a Culture-type universe which is better optimised for Fun when the sentient life in it is more receptive to Fun. For example, the Minds amuse themselves by building fantastic simulations of different universes and sharing them with each other, in a metaverse literally called ‘The Land of Infinite Fun’, and they typically do not choose to kill themselves as humans do in the setting. On the other hand, the observations about the Culture only justifying its own existence through the good works of the Contact division is much harder to answer to – this rings quite true to me as a criticism of what might be described as ‘Western decadence’; because we do some good things, we are absolved about thinking too hard about other good things we could be doing, like effective altruism. I think almost obsessively about effective altruism, so it is possible I actually would not like living in a society that could forcibly improve the lives of other sentient beings but chooses not to because it was too engaged in being hedonistic

The arguments that the Culture wouldn’t really work like Banks suggests seem highly relevant to any political thought we are trying to extract from the works. There are a couple of big handwavy explanations for why the Culture is able to freely interfere in other people’s politics (an act which gives their own lives meaning) and why Minds and humans have such similar terminal value functions (a stipulation which prevents the Culture getting turned into paperclips the first time a Mind has a bad day). I don’t think these objections are fatal to the program of extracting insight from the setting – it is possible to imagine a less aggressively interfering Culture which has fewer novels written about it but which nevertheless could persist in a universe where civilisations occasionally reached peer status, and possible to imagine a Culture with a much bigger gap between human and Mind values but which nevertheless had ensured AI alignment before birthing the first Mind. I think the problem of not-really being scarce is far greater – it is hard to get away from the idea that a lot of what gives life meaning is succeeding at competitive endeavours (like – say for instance, to pick an example completely out of the blue, getting the most votes in an online book review contest). I think there might be an irreconcilable tension between ensuring the universe is Fun and ensuring that everyone has more or less a homogenous experience of that universe, and I think Banks doesn’t really engage with that tension head-on.

II. What Is The Answer And Why?

Overall, I agree with Banks when he concludes that living in the Culture (as a citizen of the Culture) is something all readers would want for themselves over the life they currently lead. Given the role sci-fi has played in my intellectual development I recognise I am perhaps unusually keen to trade in my current lot for a life of Luxury Space Communism, but I have shown drafts of this review to more grounded friends and family and they agree that – as presented – the Culture seems like a better place to live than the modern West. I also think – contrary to my original plan for this review – that the Culture has enough subtle philosophical flaws that we should probably regard the setting as another False Utopia, albeit ones where the flaws are more subtle than LeGuin’s ‘torture a child nearly to death for no obvious reason’ presentation of Omelas. That doesn’t mean that the ideas on how to construct a utopian society presented within are worthless, but it does obviously preclude – for example – just naming our AIs after Culture ships and hoping everything will work itself out.

This notwithstanding, some key points which can be taken away for rationalist utopian projects:


	It seems like post-scarcity is probably overrated as a necessary criterion for utopia. Unless you are prepared to commit to the idea of atomistic virtual worlds (which doesn’t seem to be very Fun), any human undertaking requires scarcity in order to avoid becoming an unFun homogenised mass of undifferentiated pleasurable experiences (you might as well just wirehead at that point). This is a really profoundly positive insight if true, as it means perhaps utopian politics doesn’t rely on the invention of some sketchily-realistic technology like ‘Replicators’, and can be constructively addressed today, or in the near-future.

	There is an uneasy tension between utopian societies and the less utopian world around them. In writing this review I have become increasingly struck that the Culture’s moral failure in allowing Hell to exist defies easy comprehension, and certainly defies comparison to moral failings of contemporary real-life civilisations. I think whatever Banks argues via his mouthpiece-characters, the Culture morally should have intervened militarily in the Hell situation and prevented nearly infinite suffering as a result. This presents a serious problem with utopian theorising; history is littered with mountains of skulls caused by cultures which thought they had a utopian political system and killed in an attempt to bring it about; they were all wrong and caused great suffering, but the Culture (and utopias which take insight from the Culture) was wrong not to cause that suffering in the interests of the greater good of stopping Hell. I’m not sure how to square this circle – there is probably some conceptual framework I’m missing here.

	There is a lot of utopian idea-space which is unexplored in fiction – fantasy utopias, authoritarian utopias, utopias with significant scarcity and so on. I’d therefore be strongly inclined to believe that there are similar gaps in the general political utopian idea-space. Insofar as any of you have ever harboured dreams about being the next Eliezer Yudkowsky / Nick Bostrom on existential risk or Toby Ord / Will MacAskill on effective altruism, it seems that a rationalist political project – the third prong of the ‘How do we arrive at a good future?’ triangle – is potentially very fertile unexplored space, apparently mostly occupied by South American Bitcoin enthusiasts at the moment.



In conclusion, I really hope I’ve done an adequate job conveying the breadth and profundity of Iain M Banks’ ideas in just one of his novels, and how much poorer the world is for his untimely death in 2013. Surface Detail is my very favourite of his Culture novels and potentially my very favourite work of science fiction full stop. Banks is, without a doubt, the author I most wish I could discover again for the first time, and if this review accomplishes nothing more than introducing you to his work I will be absolutely delighted. If I have, in addition, said anything you have found interesting about fictional utopias I can only promise you it is because of the incredible source material I had to work with!









	





Sweet Valley Confidential by Francine Pascal

Relaunching a Book Series, You Didn’t Technically Write

Jessica and Elizabeth Wakefield are identical twins, with blue-green eyes the exact color of the Pacific Ocean, sun-kissed blonde hair, and until the advent of vanity-sizing were perfect size 6’s. They then became perfect size 4’s. They are also the stars of the Sweet Valley franchise, which consists of approximately 700 books from the 80s to the early 00s and four seasons of a 90’s dramedy all of which take place in an idyllic Southern California town.

You might think writing this many books would require a lot of stimulants or Danielle Steele-level productivity, but it mostly required Francine Pascal to oversee a team of ghostwriters from her chateau in the south of France. Over the years, charming details of who actually wrote the books has trickled out. A future English professor! A professional writer! A straight man!

The books themselves were amazing. Elizabeth is the good twin. She is either an aspiring journalist, novelist, or activist who likes to read and solve mysteries. Jessica isn’t supposed to be the bad twin, or not exactly. She’s a fun-loving party girl, a boy-crazy cheerleader, the mischievous scamp. Unfortunately, either the ghost writers or Francine Pascal struggled to draw the line between making Jessica fun and irresponsible, or an outright sociopath.

In the first Sweet Valley book ever (Sweet Valley High #1 Double Love), Jessica likes Todd, Todd likes Elizabeth, so Jessica pretends Todd tried to force himself on her. She later learns a valuable lesson (don’t do that) when her friends pay her back by tossing her in a pool!

Reading the original books today is incredibly jarring. While the spin-off series that cover the twins in elementary and middle school could probably be released today as is, the early Sweet Valley High would immediately be canceled. Even if Twitter didn’t exist, these books would somehow be canceled.

The first problem is Jessica, one of the two main characters. Over the course of the flagship series, she drives a social outcast to attempt suicide, drugs her sister and lets her stand trial for drunk driving, and attempts to steal the boyfriends of most of the female characters.
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The second problem is everything else. The books are quite short and try to cover multiple plots which means crude characterizations and bizarrely fast plot resolution. Post Harry Potter, even children’s books can be long and meandering. That’s not how teen fiction worked in the 80s. 180 pages is long for a Sweet Valley book. But beyond the speed of resolution, the way plots are resolved would not squeak by today’s editors.

In the fourth book published in 1983, Robin Wilson wants to join the high school sorority run by Jessica but is fat. Here’s how the ghost writer emphasizes the point.


Robin plopped down on the sofa, rummaged around in her purse for something, and finally came up with a large chocolate bar. She unwrapped it and hungrily started munching.

“You’re really lucky, Liz, having a terrific sister like Jessica.” The chocolate bar was disappearing fast.

“That’s me, all right, lucky Liz,” she replied dryly, hypnotized by Robin’s rhythmic chewing.

“Robin, doesn’t eating like that make you”—don’t say “fat,” she warned herself—“break out?”

“Oh, no,” said Robin, licking her sticky fingers. “I never get zits, just pounds. But I just wasn’t meant to be slim like you and Jessica. It’s got something to do with my bones—or is it my metabolism? Anyway, it’s just my sad fate.”

Elizabeth looked at Robin dubiously. She was convinced Robin’s heaviness was due to the way she ate— especially if this was typical.



The dangers of being fat or gaining weight is a recurring motif in the Sweet Valley Universe. (See for instance Sweet Valley Twins #1 and #117). In Sweet Valley University, Elizabeth’s roommate supports the white supremacist secret society terrorizing town- but her real evil is revealed when she manipulates Elizabeth into over-eating to the point where she and Jessica are no longer identical! If these books were written now, Robin would reconcile herself to her fatness and boldly denounce her haters. But in the 80s, Robin responded with aerobics.


Robin was like a machine on the track. She looked strong, almost athletic. And, as always these days, she stared straight ahead, blotting out everything else. She ran relentlessly, and it occurred to Elizabeth that perhaps she was running toward something, something only she could see.



And also dieting.


Robin’s plate, usually heaped with french fries and double burgers, now held only lettuce leaves, two tomato slices, and a hard-boiled egg. Elizabeth watched her silently, and when Robin got up to walk away , she noticed it for certain. On the track in bulky sweat clothes it wasn’t obvious. But now, even in a tent dress, it was: Robin Wilson was losing weight.



I don’t think a YA writer would write that today. They might write a willowy thin heroine but if they had a fat character, they’d keep them fat. For instance, Meg Cabot of Princess Diaries fame recently wrote books called Size 12 Is Not Fat and Size 14 Is Not Fat Either. (The protagonist is not fat in those books as you can probably guess.)

In any case, Robin is vindicated by losing weight and winning a beauty pageant.

Such plots are typical of the first fifty or Sweet Valley High books. Sometimes serious issues are raised- suicide, sexual assault, false accusation of sexual assault, leukemia, cocaine overdoses, injury- but they are always quickly resolved and nobody seems to take them seriously.

Something must have happened to Francine Pascal or the publisher though, because around the fiftieth book, the books suddenly turn into after school specials. There are strict Asian parents, eating disorders, and steroids. The book series even revisits attempted date rape and this time it is taken seriously by all the characters. Amy’s True Love (Sweet Valley High #75) even has a character come out as gay, which was kind of noteworthy.

Honestly though, I think these books would have somehow elicited even more outrage. Robin Wilson, who used to be fat, stars in The Perfect Girl (Sweet Valley High #74). Still thin and now a cheerleader, Robin’s insecurity about her boyfriend, George’s new hobby (flying airplanes) and his new friend, Vicky, leads to an eating disorder.


"Do these carrots have butter on them?" Robin asked suspiciously.

"Margarine, yes," her mother replied. "The way I always make them."

Robin shook her head. "I can't eat them. Sorry, Mom."

Robin examined the chicken carefully, picking at it with her knife and fork. The skin was golden brown and crisp, but Robin knew it was mostly fat. She wouldn't touch that. An intense frown of concentration creased her forehead as she segregated the food into different areas on her plate. When she had finished, nearly everything was on the "don't eat" side.

"Aren't you hungry, Robin?" Mrs. Wilson asked in surprise. "You're usually famished by dinnertime."

Robin winced. Famished was just another word for greedy. It was definitely time to cut back on her food intake.

"I'm on a diet," Robin explained as she handed her glass of milk to Troy. He took it without comment.

"A diet, dear?" Mrs. Wilson frowned. "You look just fine to me."

Robin let out a small gasp of exasperation. "That's what you used to say when I was fat, Mom. No matter how much of a pudge I was, you always said I looked just fine."

"But you did," Mrs. Wilson insisted.

"Are you saying you like me fat?" Robin asked in shock. She stared at her mother with growing resentment. "Do you actually want me to get fat again?



That (except the margarine) could be written today. It’s the recovery that would draw outrage. Robin continues to starve herself and lands in the hospital. But then Vicky tells her she has nothing to fear, that Vicky could never compete with Robin because she’s addicted to marijuana.


"You know what that did to me?" Vicky asked. "I was the baby of the family, and it was as if I were some kind of time bomb. As soon as I was old enough, my family would split up. It would be my fault. I didn't want that to happen. So you know what I decided to do?"

Robin was curious, in spite of herself. She looked at Vicky and shook her head slightly. "What?"

"I thought that maybe I just wouldn't grow up. If I stayed the baby, my parents would have to stay together. And so I started doing the most crazy, stupid, immature stuff. I started to smoke cigarettes, I stole booze from the liquor cabinet, I smoked pot. And I kept telling myself it was all just for one reason—to keep the family together. I didn't like what I was doing. In fact, after a while, I was pretty miserable."

"So?" Robin felt a growing sense of amazement at hearing Vicky's story. On the surface, Vicky seemed so totally pulled together. But below the surface, there was still a frightened girl whose voice shook when she relived her painful memories.

Vicky stood up and began to pace nervously. "So, I got hooked. I turned into a real dopehead. Instead of pretending to get into trouble, I really did. I was completely messed up. I thought I was controlling my parents' lives for the better, but all I was doing was losing control of my own. Trying to keep my family together almost killed me."



After that, Robin decides to start eating food again.

But whatever social pretensions Sweet Valley may have been developing, they suddenly fly out the window for the final third of the series as it abruptly transitions into serialized soap opera arcs. This is the high point of the series. The number of twin switches accelerates, there’s some attempt at character development and continuity, and Jessica is even semi-redeemed.

The redemption of Jessica may seem implausible but it’s largely accomplished by introducing an endless stream of actual villains and allowing Jessica to occasionally risk her life to save others.

The magnum opus of Sweet Valley High was the Evil Twin arc.

The Evil Twin

[image: ]

Margo is an abused foster child. She is perfect size 6. But she has ominous gray eyes and dark hair. She doesn’t live in Sweet Valley.

Meanwhile in Sweet Valley, Jessica and Elizabeth both want to be prom queen. While Jessica focuses on getting the perfect dress, Elizabeth decides to turn the jungle-themed prom into a conservation fund-raiser. Elizabeth goes to the prom with her boyfriend, Todd, and Jessica takes Sam, a dirt bike rider and total hunk.

Thanks to Elizabeth’s tireless activism on behalf of the environment, she seems like the front-runner for prom queen so Jessica spikes her punch with vodka. Elizabeth, in a fit of drunken magnanimity, withdraws from the prom queen race, goes for a drive with Sam, crashes her Jeep and kills him!

Elizabeth goes on trial for vehicular manslaughter, and Margo sees her beautiful face almost identical to Margo’s own in the newspaper. Margo goes on a killing spree as she heads to the West Coast in hopes of killing Elizabeth and stealing her life for her own.

The best part of this plotline is that after Margo gets blonde hair she practices imitating the twins since she’s planning on replacing Elizabeth. Whenever she pretends to be Jessica she mostly gets away with it (they’re both bad!) but whenever she tries to be Elizabeth, people think she’s Jessica playing a joke. Jessica and others will end up thwarting Margo’s plan at great personal risk, which makes Jessica look okay compared to a serial killer.

(A year later it will turn out Margo is still on the loose and was separated from her own identical, evil twin at birth and they’ll team up to try and kill both of the Wakefield sisters and take both of their spots but it doesn’t live up to the magic of the original).
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The original Sweet Valley High series would launch multiple spin-offs ranging from the iconic Sweet Valley Twins (middle school), the serviceable Sweet Valley University (college), and two ill-fated attempts at more realistic storylines (Sweet Valley High Senior Year and Sweet Valley Junior High). The last spin-off ended its run in 2003.

The Re-Release

After Gossip Girl became a TV show and made lots of money, there was an attempt to cash in on Sweet Valley High. The first few books were re-released and updated. The twins shrank from size 6 to size 4, Elizabeth worked for the school blog instead of the school newspaper, and occasionally characters would glance at cell phones to remind us it was now set in the present day. It wasn’t very successful and only the first several were ever updated. More ambitiously, Francine Pascal would release Sweet Valley Confidential and the Sweet Life, chronicling the lives of the twins at ages 27 and 30 respectively.
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The New Stories

Whenever a big IP is revived (Star Wars) or adapted (Marvel) there’s always a lot of speculation about whether the focus will be on pleasing obsessive fans or attracting a new audience.

But with a property like Sweet Valley, the only selling point was going to be nostalgia. Sweet Valley Confidential was not going to be a surprise hit, it was not going to be big around the world, and it was not going to get an ironic Zoomer fan base. It was wholly and completely a nostalgia play. Which made the decision to have negative fan service extremely baffling.

If I were Francine Pascal, the reboot would have featured a wedding, the twins as bridesmaids, and twin switches every other chapter. I also think Jessica would have used Face ID to secretly read her sister’s texts. There would be lots of unnecessary references to past plot lines to make the readers feel at home.


(Jessica gazed across the balcony towards the Pacific Ocean, its blue-green color in the morning sun precisely mirroring the color of her eyes. She sighed, as she moved her gaze to the tea cup in front of her, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ears. British tea always reminded her of that time in high school when she interned at a London newspaper and was almost killed by a werewolf. But at least at the time she and her sister had still been best friends. But now that had changed…)



Instead, Francine Pascal (or an uncredited ghost writer) decided to have a book filled with reverse fan service. Honestly, I think Francine Pascal just didn’t really know what was in most of the Sweet Valley books. Because while Sweet Valley Confidential is the canonical successor of Sweet Valley High, it sure as hell wasn’t the spiritual successor.

All of the most recognizable characters from the past series appear, but Pascal appears to have plucked their names and biographies from a Watch Mojo list of the ten most popular characters and thrown them into the new book at random. Elizabeth is now randomly best friends with rich snob, Bruce Patman (a recurring antagonist/antihero of the original series) and the twins’ brother is now gay and partnered to Aaron Dallas, Jessica’s middle school boyfriend. Strangely, Pascal tells us that Jessica barely knew Aaron.

Structurally, the book is a mess. The main drama is that Jessica stole Elizabeth’s long-time boyfriend, Todd, but that’s already happened before the book opens. The book is also filled with what can only be called fake flashbacks. Rather than excerpts from past books, there are rewritten passages from the first Sweet Valley Book ever, Double Love. And in first person, rather than the conventional third-person perspective of the book.

Pascal also decides to retcon the whole motive of the first book- Jessica’s unrequited crush on Todd by converting it to Jessica wanting to compete with Elizabeth for male attention.

If the selling point is nostalgia, why not just go whole hog? Did Pascal think the original ghost writer let her down? Why pretend to revisit the original?

At least there’s a few things, Pascal gets right. She remembers the main point of the twins is that they’re really, really hot.


Elizabeth and Jessica Wakefield appeared interchangeable if you considered only their faces.

And what faces they were.

Gorgeous. Absolutely amazing. The kind you couldn’t stop looking at. Their eyes were shades of aqua that danced in the light like shards of precious stones, oval and fringed with thick, light brown lashes long enough to cast a shadow on their cheeks. Their silky blond hair, the cascading kind fell just below their shoulders. And to complete the perfection, their rosy lips looked as if they were penciled on. There wasn’t a thing wrong with their figures, either. It was as if billions of possibilities all fell together perfectly.

Twice.



She also manages to throw in a tiny bit of continuity here and there. Robin Wilson is back again and she “looked terrific having gained back only a tiny bit of that lost weight from her high school years, which was amazing since now she was a successful caterer and restaurant critic.” But Pascal mostly fails at continuity nods or even writing a plot where things happen. The majority of the book consists the characters having flashbacks of everything that happened between the old books and the new books. The epilogue is addressed directly to old Sweet Valley fans and tries to reminds us of beloved fan favorite characters. But the summaries of these side characters is often wrong. Pascal appears to misremember the backstories that she ordered her ghost writers to pen.

Overall, it sucks.

In Conclusion

The CW now says its going to launch a Sweet Valley High TV series. I doubt it. A few years back, Diablo Cody claimed she was making a Sweet Valley movie which never happened.

And if it did happen it would be bad. It wouldn’t be ludicrous enough to really be Sweet Valley, even Riverdale can’t live up to peak Sweet Valley. The characters couldn’t be written today and still be the same.

In 1995, there was The Brady Bunch Movie. The joke of the whole thing was that they were the same people, overwhelmingly wholesome, living in the cynical and jaded 90s. It was pretty funny. But could it work for Sweet Valley? I don’t think so today. Any straightforward adaptation of Sweet Valley would be reviled. You could try to make Jessica be funny and awful like the cast of It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, but the essence of Sweet Valley is that her antics were presented as escapist, self-indulgent, teenage hijinks, not as a truly terrible person getting away with everything. In the world of Sweet Valley High, getting thrown in the pool or losing a beauty pageant was all that moral justice required to teach you a lesson.

Some things ought to stay dead. Some magic only belongs to the 80s and the 90s.

These are the Sweet Valley books that should be remembered and reread.



	
Dear Sister (Sweet Valley High #7)



	
Double Love (Sweet Valley High #1)



	
Romeo and 2 Juliets (Sweet Valley Twins #84)



	
Boyfriends for Everyone (The Unicorn Club #17)



	
The Pom-Pom Wars (Sweet Valley High #113



	
Slam Book Fever (Sweet Valley High #48)



	
Lila’s Secret Valentine (Sweet Valley Twins Super Edition #5)



	
Jessica Against Bruce (Sweet Valley High #86)



	
The Evil Twin (Sweet Valley High #100)



	
The Unicorns Go Hawaiian (Sweet Valley Twins Super Edition #4)










Termination Shock by Neal Stephenson

Double Take: The Edifying Ambiguity of Neal Stephenson’s Termination Shock

I. Grabbing the Wheel


It's like, we've been in a car with a brick on the gas pedal and no one at the wheel, careening down the road, running over people and crashing into things. We're still in the car. We can't get out of the car. But someone could at least grab the wheel. (655)



This passage doesn't show up until the final act of Neal Stephenson's Termination Shock, but it's a useful image for introducing the book's premise. Imagine the late 2040s, just two and a half decades from now. Humanity has continued to do diddly-squat about climate change. Life is becoming increasingly difficult for people across the globe, primarily due to rising temperatures and sea levels. Frustrated with our collective complacency, a Texas billionaire decides to "grab the wheel" by building a giant gun in the ground, complete with six 240-meter barrels that point straight up toward the sky. Every eight minutes, this gun fires a "bullet" that is actually a miniature rocket. These rockets use molten sulfur as fuel, which converts into sulfur dioxide exhaust as they sail through the stratosphere. Once injected into the stratosphere, the sulfur dioxide reflects some portion of the sun's light back into space, thereby reducing the amount of heat entering Earth's atmosphere and reducing global temperatures. From this starting point, Termination Shock introduces a host of characters whose lives intersect with this project, depicting the challenges they face amidst growing geopolitical tensions.

Depending on your familiarity with the climate literature, this scenario may strike you as completely bonkers, predictably inevitable, or somewhere in between. But for anyone unfamiliar with the idea, "Solar geoengineering" (AKA "solar radiation modification" or "SRM") is a very real technology with a theoretical history going back at least as far as a landmark climate report that was submitted to Lyndon B. Johnson in 1965. In recent years, solar geoengineering has garnered renewed attention from climate scientists, who generally remain wary of its deployment but also admit that it's our cheapest and fastest tool for mitigating the worst climate outcomes. We have good reason to believe it will work, largely due to data collected in the aftermath of Mount Pinatubo's 1991 eruption. According to Stephenson, this event "blasted fifteen million tons of sulfur dioxide into the stratosphere" and resulted in "a couple of years' beautiful sunsets and reduced global temperatures" (253). Less optimistic climate activists such as Naomi Klein and journalists like David Wallace-Wells have documented potential risks, voicing fears that this technology may be misused by "planet hackers" or "an environmentalist billionaire, going rogue."

Regardless of our personal views on solar geoengineering, we can all celebrate that this idea became the central focus of Neal Stephenson's newest novel. Stephenson––an author famous for penning yarns packed with tangential descriptions of abstruse technologies and concepts––turns out to be an ideal mind for considering the granular details of how near-future humanity might find itself suddenly staked in the solar geoengineering game. More than any of his previous novels, Termination Shock directly addresses the proximate problem of "innovation starvation," which Stephenson has been publicly worried about for over a decade. Solar geoengineering technology is an example of a "moonshot idea," a concept that came out of Stephenson's work with Arizona State University's Project Hieroglyph, and which Ed Finn and Kathryn Cramer define as "the intersection of a huge problem, a radical solution, and a breakthrough discovery that makes the solution possible now or in the near future" (Hieroglyph__, xxv).

In this case, our "huge problem" is climate change and the "radical solution" is solar geoengineering. The "breakthrough discovery" is a bit harder to define. Stephenson’s story doesn't lean on any major conceits that go beyond current technology, but one could argue that his breakthrough discovery is the jarring fact of someone finally doing something proactive to bring down global temperatures after decades of inaction. "Termination shock" has a technical definition––"the consequences of shutting the [geoengineering] system off after it's been running for a while"––but the novel isn't really about that (353). It's about the psychological "shock" caused by the "termination" of a longstanding status quo. And once this event becomes public knowledge, we get to enjoy Stephenson playing around with the reactions of individuals and nations, which are variously funny, sensible, and scary.

This brings us to the main reason why Termination Shock is both a brilliant and vitally important work of climate fiction. The novel is an invaluable narrative resource for climate futurism because it is both a cheerfully optimistic and darkly cynical vision wrapped up in the same story. In this review, I will provide plot and character analyses that describe two extremes at opposite ends of an interpretive spectrum, allowing for multivalent exploration of the ethical and logistical challenges of solar geoengineering specifically and geopolitical management of climate change generally. My hope is that this analysis will also highlight the immense value of climate fiction when it comes to understanding and solving our real-world climate problems.

Unfortunately, a thorough job is going to require lots of spoilers. So, for people who would prefer to read the book and form their own opinions before wading through mine, the next two sections will contain a general overview and some criticism, keeping spoilers to a minimum. Then I'll move on to the spoiler-rich section to execute my main argument.

II. General Overview (Minor Spoilers)

In many respects, Termination Shock is a "typical" Stephenson novel. This means it's something of a klugey mess, highly unusual in its substance and style. In the past, I've compared his books to Swiss Army Knives––singular instruments designed for a wide range of utility. Making a guess about Stephenson's writing process, it seems like he spends some number of years researching a bunch of different technologies and theories, then crams them together into a single story. For Termination Shock, I made a non-exhaustive list of current and future technologies readers will encounter:


	Solar geoengineering, including grounded as well as airborne models;

	Drones, including automated flocking, weaponization, and drones that can carry single passengers;

	"Earthsuits," modular suits designed to help humans withstand varying levels of extreme heat;

	Wild pig tracking and breeding genetics;

	Augmented reality and artificial intelligence;

	Carbon-neutral air and sea travel;

	"Performative" warfare;

	Non-lethal weapons such as electromagnetic pulses and radiation guns;

	Martial arts, especially a Sikh tradition called Gatka;

	Sea walls, storm surge gates, and sea level management;

	Contact tracing apps;

	Self-driving cars;

	Disinformation via news and social media, including deepfakes;

	Falconry as an anti-drone security measure;

	High-altitude conditioning and equipment;

	Artificial meat;

	Cloud computing and climate modeling/prediction;

	Underwater explosives that create targeted rogue waves;

	3D printing;

	Enhanced perception and proprioception as part of recovery from brain injury;

	Advanced video surveillance



Similar lists could be compiled for Stephenson's other novels, and some of those would be considerably longer than this one. The results of Stephenson's predilection for covering so many topics at once are always interesting, but not always successful from a narrative perspective. His characters aren't reliably well-developed, and he often has trouble coming up with satisfying endings.

To his credit, Stephenson's characterization and narrative arcs have been improving over the course of his career. This is where Termination Shock really stands out. All the main characters in this novel are fantastic (more on this later), and are bolstered by a delightful supporting cast. And he sticks the landing when the story comes to a close. Another perk is that, at just over 700 pages, Termination Shock is a comparatively concise and approachable addition to the Stephenson canon. For all of these reasons, I'm hoping that this novel will satisfy old fans of Stephenson's work and also recruit lots of new ones.

As far as central themes that can be addressed without spoilers, there are a couple worth highlighting. The first is the tension between the need for a new global identity focused on collective problems and the self-interested tribal agendas of existing nations, corporations, and individuals. Climate change, one character rightly argues, is a problem that can't be solved "with local barriers. The politics are too...intractable. A planetary solution is the only way" (211).

The importance of a "planetary solution" has been central since the beginning of the environmental movement, but Stephenson's special contribution is how he imagines rising sea levels and temperatures giving birth to a new international tribe of unexpected allies. "Strange bedfellows have been a constant throughout all history," he quips. "It's just that climate change moves the beds around" (498). Stephenson cheekily names this tribe the "Netherworld," referring to nations and geographical regions that are or soon will be underwater. Key members include the United States, the Netherlands, Singapore, the United Kingdom, and Italy (specifically Venice). Stephenson also suggests that countervailing forces will arise to challenge the Netherworld's agenda––countries that may have a lot to lose due to the side effects of solar geoengineering. The deliciously nebulous term "Climate Peacekeeping" makes an appearance, inviting us to consider both the positive and negative ways that militaries might be used in this struggle. Termination Shock is a futuristic feast for geopolitics junkies.

Stephenson also comments on social justice and colonialism––issues that have saturated American culture in recent years. He provides witty and insightful examinations of legitimate historical grievances and the ways in which the complexities of racism and colonial oppression have been oversimplified. A good example is this passage from early in the novel, when Rufus Grant––a multiracial man who at this point in the story is in the business of trying to control exploding wild pig populations in Texas––drives past a protest on a college campus on his way to visit a professor:


At first the protesters gave him mean looks for driving a huge gas-guzzling dually until they saw through the glass that he was a person of color and then they didn't know where to direct their moral indignation…

As he cut across the grain of the crowd, headed for Dr. Rutledge's office, he got a good look at the signs the protesters were carrying. A lot of them had to do with the notion of humans as an invasive species, a topic that was very much on point as far as Rufus was concerned.

It would have been easy enough, and satisfying in a certain way, to make the comparison between what Rufus was trying to do to the pigs now and what the Comanches had tried to do to white people two hundred years ago. But you had to be careful. The Comanches themselves were invaders from the north who had "displaced"––a euphemism if ever there was one––the Indians who had been in Texas before. And they'd been able to do it because they were early and enthusiastic adopters of the invasive species known as the horse.

Some of the other protest signs, he couldn't help noticing, we're on the theme of extinction: a fate that all humans were facing if we didn't get a handle on climate change. So by the time Rufus finally got to the front door of the building where Dr. Rutledge worked, he was thoroughly confused. Did these kids hate humans because they were an invasive species that should be eradicated? Or did they love humans and not want them to become extinct? Imponderable questions, these, which perhaps college sophomores stayed up all night hashing out over pizza and beer while Rufus was out alone with a tripod and a rifle hunting a demon. (20-1)



Much later, Rufus treats us to another nuanced interpretation of American history:


As a young man Rufus had disappointed some of his white army friends who had wanted him to be a whole lot more authentic, according to their version of what that was. But this had been back in the days before Rufus had developed his theory...that Comancheness was a viral thing that could hop from brain to brain, regardless of skin color, and that––using the early Texas Rangers as a vector of infection––it had completely taken over America a long time ago. Old-school Christian values and straight-out racism had held it at bay through the world wars and the fifties, but then the barriers had fallen one by one and before you knew it there was a white guy in red-white-and-blue war paint sacking the U.S. Capitol in what the media described as some kind of Viking getup but Rufus knew perfectly well was a Plains Indian-style bison headdress. And just like Comanches with their raids, those people didn't stick around and try to plant their yellow rattlesnake flags on the Capitol dome. They just wandered off, having counted coup on democracy and taken a few cop scalps, and melted back into their nomadic trailer park encampments. Point being, Rufus hadn't worked all that out in his head back when he'd been a buck private; he had not had the mental equipment to explain to his white brothers in arms that the Comanches had won the long war. The war between men's ears. (674-5)



I don't have much to say about these passages except that I found them to be highly entertaining and original contributions to conversations that lately feel stale to me.

III. Criticism (Minor Spoilers)

It's probably obvious by now that I adore this novel, but I found plenty to criticize as well. Arguably the book's biggest weakness is that it fails almost entirely to explore its eponymous concept. Given the title and premise, one might assume that the story follows this basic structure: Texas billionaire initiates solar geoengineering → world finds out and promptly panics → someone successfully sabotages the billionaire's project, but not before it has already impacted the global climate → termination shock begins → ??? But this isn't how it goes, and termination shock remains nothing more than an intimidating possibility throughout the novel. Now, since no one really knows what termination shock would be like, perhaps we can excuse Stephenson for not wanting to go there. Then again, that feels like a pretty flimsy excuse for a writer who's comfortable imagining what would happen if the Moon suddenly fractured into pieces or how monks living in a parallel universe might discover the same rules of mathematics that we have in this universe. I think Stephenson missed an opportunity here, but I can dream that he'll try to fix this with a sequel.

Another problem involves Stephenson's penchant for glamorizing elites and discounting the experiences of common people. Given his preoccupation with obscure ideas and cutting edge technologies, it makes sense that Stephenson's characters aren't everyday people. But this tends to create a kind of narrative selection bias where Stephenson bends over backwards to explain the perspectives of hyper-rich and privileged people while often ignoring or brushing aside other viewpoints. As a result, his stories favor individualist and libertarian mindsets, with elites playing the "real game" of global influence while the hoi polloi just mill about benignly or get in the way.

Also along for the ride is Stephenson's readiness to depict national governments as impotent, gridlocked bureaucracies that can't get anything useful done. He is especially hard on the United States, including several references to America as a "completely insane and out-of-hand country, unable to control itself" and a nation whose "sheer incompetence" has become its most reliable feature (579, 583). Depending on your political orientation, this will either feel like smart, realpolitik storytelling or snobby cynicism about humanity's capacity for collective action. If you're in the latter camp, I'd recommend Kim Stanley Robinson's The Ministry for the Future for a more inclusive fictionalization of the climate problem.

Probably the biggest downside of fictional attempts to address real-world problems is that readers can get carried away by the story, allowing the author to smuggle in lies, half-truths, or to simply omit crucial information. Despite my deep respect for Stephenson as a researcher and belief that he's an essentially honest writer, I thought it best to fill out my knowledge of solar geoengineering by consulting a couple recent works of nonfiction. I settled on Elizabeth Kolbert's Under A White Sky and Gernot Wagner's Geoengineering: The Gamble__. I found both books to be highly informative, with the authors displaying excellent journalistic neutrality covering a subject that is both technically and ethically complex.

Kolbert's main concern is the “recursive logic of the Anthropocene,” a dynamic whereby technological solutions to problems create new problems that then require new solutions (117). Solar geoengineering fits the bill, and she spends the last third of the book discussing various implementation schemes and their accompanying environmental and ethical risks. Kolbert rightly argues that solar geoengineering is merely a form of satisficing––not something we can use to eliminate the root cause of climate change, which is carbon emissions.

One unnerving prospect that Stephenson ignores is the development of a global tolerance to solar geoengineering, similar to the physiological tolerance humans build up through regular use of substances such as caffeine or cocaine. In her analysis of one climate model designed to halve the rate of global warming, Kolbert reveals that the amount of sulfur needed would increase by about an order of magnitude over ten years––a ramp-up that would create a greater "chance of weird side effects" (181). Some of these potential side effects are unknowable without actually pulling the trigger on solar geoengineering, but some we can reasonably anticipate: "Loading the stratosphere with sulfur dioxide would contribute to acid rain," Kolbert writes, and "could damage the ozone layer" (171). These risks may be obviated by using calcium carbonate in lieu of sulfur––a base rather than an acid––but most models use sulfur since its effects are better understood (thanks Mount Pinatubo!).

When it comes to termination shock, Kolbert's portrait is bleak: "The effect would be like opening a globe-sized oven door. All the warming that had been masked would suddenly manifest itself in a rapid and dramatic temperature run-up" (180). This is obviously an undesirable state of affairs, one that will likely scare many people into writing off solar geoengineering altogether. But Kolbert doesn't go that far:


Geoengineering may be "entirely crazy and quite disconcerting," but if it could slow the melting of the Greenland ice sheet, or take some of the “pain and suffering away,” or help prevent no-longer-fully-natural ecosystems from collapsing, doesn’t it have to be considered? (200)



This is an urgent and daunting question, one that highlights the very tough choices we have ahead of us.

Turning now to Wagner's book on solar geoengineering, this is one I'd recommend to pretty much anyone with even a remote interest in these topics. It's short and accessible, with balanced data and meticulous arguments steeped in game theory. Many of his points and sources converge with Kolbert's, but Wagner provides significantly more detail since his entire book is focused on this single topic.

Given the dire projections of current climate models, Wagner thinks some degree of solar geoengineering is inevitable. He argues that "the only appropriate way to look at the impacts of solar geoengineering is in the full context of where the world's climate is heading already," and asserts repeatedly that any rational deployment of solar geoengineering would need to occur in tandem with significant efforts to slash emissions and scale up all viable carbon capture technologies (45-6). Solar geoengineering won't land us safely on its own, but it can lengthen the runway and give us more time to solve the underlying problem. Wagner also considers whether solar geoengineering may become a “green moral hazard” that would discourage adoption of other essential climate solutions, as well as the possibility of an “inverse moral hazard” effect that may actually hasten emissions reductions due to fears about its potential negative side effects.

Addressing the prospective dangers of solar geoengineering, Wagner cites all the concerns from Kolbert's book plus a few others. He points out that solar geoengineering cannot solve the problem of ocean acidification––another reason why emissions reductions and carbon capture should be nonnegotiable. One critical issue is the inconsistent effects that solar geoengineering may exert on particular geographic areas, especially in regards to rainfall and agriculture:


Regional solar geoengineering could wreak havoc on rainfall patterns and other weather phenomena...There is some evidence of how Pinatubo has changed regional climates. One particular area of concern: reduced precipitation. And it's hard to find precipitation phenomena more important than the African and Asian monsoons. Billions of people are directly affected. No monsoon, no food...[However], appropriate solar geoengineering done moderately, modestly, and managed well, [may bring] monsoon conditions closer to pre-industrial levels. (36-40)



One of the strongest aspects of Wagner's book is how he imagines different ways we may start using solar geoengineering in the near future. Due to the technology's relatively low cost, there's a "free-driver problem": "It's not about motivating people to act, it's about stopping too much action" (16). Among the possibilities are situations such as the one in Termination Shock, where a single billionaire sees himself "acting on behalf of humanity, out of a desire to fill a void left by governments' reluctance" (24). There are plenty of ways, Wagner tells us, for the "deployment decision [to be] entirely out of the hands of elected officials" (109-10).

On the issue of termination shock, Wagner says that concerns about a sudden cancellation or sabotage of an ongoing solar geoengineering program are likely overblown. However, he worries about termination shock for another, perhaps more disconcerting scenario:


What if, after years of a gradual ramp-up in a carefully monitored deployment system, scientists suddenly unearthed a major problem that has heretofore remained undiscovered? The proverbial warning lights go off. Pulling back seems like the most sensible choice, but doing so would trigger the specter of termination shock...It's easy to see how termination shock may indeed be a real problem. (61-2)



In general, Wagner displays a healthy concern for the thorny question of "who decides?" when it comes to designing and executing a solar geoengineering program. There are no "correct" answers here, just a continual flow of questions and ethical calculations analyzing not only the damage solar geoengineering could do (and to whom), but also the benefits it might confer if used responsibly.

Getting back to Stephenson, I give him a middling but passing grade when it comes to transparency about the risks of solar geoengineering. He acknowledges that solar geoengineering doesn't solve the root cause of climate change, and one of the story's main conflicts revolves around the question of how it may impact the monsoon in Punjab, India's breadbasket. No "sulfur bullets" here.

Still, Stephenson doesn’t spend much time considering the long list of legitimate safety concerns that can be found in the climate literature, and he focuses a lot on how cheap and effective it is (e.g. did you know that sulfur is a byproduct of processing "sour crude" oil, and also that just a handful of it can neutralize the global warming caused by burning an entire boxcar of pure carbon?). Throughout the novel, we encounter numerous pro-geoengineering perspectives and comparatively few anti-geoengineering ones. It seems fair to conclude, therefore, that Stephenson would be in favor of solar geoengineering if forced to take a side. However, for reasons I'll lay out in the next section, Termination Shock invites a wide range of interpretations, and should not be understood as a unequivocal act of advocacy for solar geoengineering.

IV. Humanist Heroes or Climate Cowboys? (Major Spoilers)

Termination Shock is the only novel I've ever finished reading one day and started rereading the following day. I did this for two reasons: (1) because I planned to write this review for ACX and wanted to develop a thorough understanding of the book, and (2) because, given the novel's length and complexity, I was sure that I'd missed some important details the first time around. What I didn't anticipate was the discovery of a markedly different story on my second read-through. But that's the nature of double takes––the truth of the matter is totally invisible right up until the moment when it becomes glaringly obvious.

My goal in this section is to argue that the events and characters in Termination Shock are ambiguous enough to accommodate a wide range of narrative interpretability. We’ll look at two interpretive frameworks––Humanist Heroes and Climate Cowboys––which represent extremes at opposite ends of a spectrum. I'll present two divergent summaries of the novel, each of which will be supported by analyses of the book's five main characters. To make sure we're all on the same page, I'll first provide neutral, "just the facts" descriptions of each character:

Teddy Roosevelt Schmidt (T.R.)

Born in Papua New Guinea to American parents, T.R. inherits Brazos Mining, a mineral extraction company cofounded by his great-grandfather. He also inherits a significant investment in Brazos RoDuSh––a joint venture between Brazos Mining and Royal Dutch Shell that mines copper in Papua New Guinea. T.R. uses this wealth to create T.R. Mick's, a chain of American restaurants and gas stations, and also to purchase a modest portfolio of Houston real estate. In his spare time, T.R. acquires a PhD in probability and statistics. When we meet him, T.R. has become fed up with the world's unwillingness to do anything serious about climate change, and in response has built "Pina2bo," the world's first solar geoengineering facility in West Texas. During the story, T.R. manages Pina2bo and collaborates with other characters to start building and operating similar facilities in Albania and Papua New Guinea.

Frederika Mathilde Louisa Saskia (Saskia)

Saskia is Queen of the Netherlands, a direct descendent of the House of Orange-Nassau. Due to her role as a constitutional monarch, Saskia is primarily a cultural icon and symbol of Dutch tradition. Like T.R., Saskia inherited significant oil and mineral interests, as her family was one of the original investors in Royal Dutch Shell. Saskia is also a licensed pilot, widow, and mother of Princess Charlotte (Lotte). When we meet her, she has been invited to Texas by T.R. to join a coterie of leaders from countries threatened by sea level rise to tour the newly-minted Pina2bo facility. During the story, Saskia manages her affairs of state, develops casual romantic relationships with a couple characters (including Rufus Grant), and abdicates the throne after becoming the victim of a Chinese disinformation campaign spearheaded by a series of deepfakes. Shortly thereafter, Saskia gets recruited by a group of international elites to become "Queen of the Netherworld," an unofficial ambassador who will advocate for the interests of peoples and nations that are suffering from climate change.

Willem Castelein (Willem)

Willem's family history is too complex to easily summarize, but he comes from a mixture of Dutch, Indonesian, and Chinese heritage. He grew up in Chicago, holds dual Dutch and American citizenship, and is gay. In high school, he visited the Netherlands for the first time and decided to move there permanently. He then went on to graduate school at Oxford, where he earned a PhD in foreign relations. He spent several decades serving in the Dutch parliament, and then began working for the royal family. When we meet him, Willem is running logistics and public relations for Saskia. During the story, Willem assists her with various projects, uncovers a sinister string of covert Chinese plots, and witnesses the Chinese takeover of T.R.'s new Pina2bo facility in Papua New Guinea. He ends the novel by deciding to stay in Papua in order to "keep an eye on" China's new geoengineering acquisition (604).

Rufus Grant (Rufus)

Rufus also has an eclectic lineage, "an ancestry that included Black, white, Mexican, Osage, Korean, and Comanche" (14). After spending the first stage of his life serving as a mechanic in the US military, Rufus gets married and decides to farm a Texas plot owned by his wife's family. On the farm, his young daughter is killed by a giant wild hog named Snout, Rufus's marriage falls apart, and he swears revenge. When we meet him, he has started a new career as a professional wild hog hunter, using drones to track down and eliminate hogs for whoever's willing to pay. During the story, Rufus finds and kills Snout, and in doing so encounters Saskia and her aides. He then helps them out of a difficult situation and accompanies them on T.R.'s Pina2bo tour. He and Saskia develop a casual romantic connection before she heads home to the Netherlands. His quest for revenge fulfilled, Rufus is then hired by T.R. as a drone security specialist, and makes a new home for himself at the ranch where Pina2bo is located. On T.R. and Saskia's suggestion, Rufus teams up with some professional falconers to train golden eagles to attack and destroy any drones that might threaten Pina2bo. In the novel's final act, Rufus utilizes his ingenuity and technical expertise to successfully defend Pina2bo from an act of Climate Peacekeeping launched by the Indian military.

Deep Singh (Laks)

Laks is a member of the Sikh religion who grew up in British Columbia, Canada. As a bright and athletic young man, he developed a talent for fishing, snowboarding, and a traditional form of Sikh martial arts called Gatka. When we meet him, India has been struck by a new COVID variant, so his family encourages him to travel there to help and explore his family's ancestral homelands. During the story, Laks makes his way to Punjab, where he devotes himself to improving his Gatka skills. After gaining a reputation among the Punjabi locals, one of them suggests that he sojourn to the Line of Actual Control (LAC) on the border between India and China––the only place where he can try his hand at "real full-contact gatka" (200). Having recently learned of China's abominable treatment of Uighur and Tibetan minorities with whom he feels a kinship, Laks travels to the LAC with a crew of friends. He performs admirably there, and quickly climbs the LAC's "Meta-Ranking Leader Board" under the nickname "Big Fish." This attracts the attention of Major Raju from the Indian military, who starts supporting Laks and his team from the sidelines with equipment and tactical advice. But Laks's new career is cut short when he gets blasted by a Chinese radiation weapon that leaves him severely disabled. He wakes up in "Cyberabad," an Indian biotech facility in Hyderabad where they not only heal him but also upgrade his perception and proprioception. In exchange, the Indian military asks Laks to commit to an undisclosed mission, which we eventually learn is to sabotage Pina2bo due to fears that solar geoengineering will interfere with the Punjab's monsoon. In the final act, Laks nearly succeeds but is stopped at the last minute by a combination of his own conscience, a few bullets from Rufus, and a rattlesnake bite.

Humanist Heroes

Plot Summary: It's the late 2040s. The world has done little to curb carbon emissions, and a combination of increased temperatures, rising sea levels, and extreme weather events are making life more and more difficult for people all over the globe. But fear not! T.R. Schmidt––a brilliant business entrepreneur who also happens to have a PhD in probability and statistics––has decided to give humanity a collective kick in the ass by unilaterally initiating a solar geoengineering project in West Texas. Despite some confusion, miscommunication, and geopolitical growing pains, T.R.'s bold action shocks the world into realizing that geoengineering is an invaluable technology for lengthening the timeline to address the root cause of climate change. Due primarily to concerns about possible environmental side effects of long-term geoengineering, nations begin to form new alliances in order to quickly develop and implement new emissions reductions and carbon capture, along with learning to use geoengineering to "tune" global temperatures and weather in the meantime. As the book ends, immediate climate catastrophes are being actively mitigated, and humanity is one step closer to a carbon-neutral future.

In this interpretation, Stephenson's characters are best understood as humanist heroes––people willing to responsibly take big risks in order to put humanity on a path to sustainable and effective climate management.

T.R.

When viewed as a humanist hero, T.R. is a positive embodiment of the proactionary principle. "Someone out there is gonna take some kind of action,” he tells Saskia, “while we wait on our butts and have learned conversations…And I just hate being that guy” (695). For T.R., the stark reality is that we engineered ourselves into this problem, and it's gotten so bad that the only option now is to engineer our way out of it. He also observes that climate change is an inherently stochastic problem, and unfortunately, "People can't think statistically. People are hardwired to think in terms of narratives" (166). We can't wait for everyone to agree on the same story regarding what to do about climate change; rather, we need to immediately begin ameliorating the problem with our best scientific tools and adapt as we go. T.R. doesn't posit solar geoengineering as the only tool we ought to use, but practically it's the only one fast and cheap enough for a single wealthy person to start making an impact quickly. So he pulls the trigger, hoping the rest of the world will take note and either help out or start implementing alternative solutions. When India's attempt to sabotage Pina2bo forces T.R. to reflect on his mistakes, he wisely admits to Saskia that he needs her help navigating the choppy geopolitical waters into which he has hastily plunged.

Saskia

When viewed as a humanist hero, Saskia is the best possible evolution of the European monarchic tradition. While Queen of the Netherlands, she respects the constitutional government and works hard to prioritize the good of her country. She is highly intelligent, educated, determined, and listens to others while always reserving the right to form and assert her own opinion. She's also a realist who knows when to quit, as evidenced by her abdication of the throne after her political reputation is successfully compromised by Chinese deepfakes. Given the opportunity to choose her next steps, Saskia eschews a life of post-royal luxury and vows to "go down fighting in the front lines" of the climate struggle (489). She's reluctant at first when encouraged by a group of international leaders to assume the mantle of Queen of the Netherworld––"a whole planet-spanning archipelago of threatened nether-places"––but eventually agrees because she knows it's her best path to making a positive difference (492). Stephenson compares Saskia to Ceres, "the goddess of growth and fertility," indicating that the Netherworld will prosper under her able stewardship (496). Her refined and diplomatic communication style is perfectly suited to managing "cruft of a geopolitical sort," which she promptly proves by being the first person in the entire book to force T.R. to reflect on and admit the mistakes he has made with Pina2bo's unilateral implementation (519). "You can't just admit you need me and pretend that makes a difference," she insists. "You have to listen" (697). T.R. humbly agrees, and Saskia checks off the first of what will surely be many victories as Queen of the Netherworld.

Willem

When viewed as a humanist hero, Willem represents the adept management of behind-the-scenes logistics that make the world a safer and stabler place. He's a hybrid of eastern and western genetics, perspectives, and values, able to code-switch as needed to build mutual understanding between different countries and cultures. He's also an effective investigator, able to stay one step ahead of a Chinese plot to install him in a powerful position within the Dutch government in hopes of increasing their geopolitical leverage. Willem cultivates an amusing and informative relationship with Bo, a Chinese intelligence officer who pops up throughout the novel to dish out political wisdom and ominous warnings. This gives him insight into China's attitude toward solar geoengineering and Climate Peacekeeping, including a tip about India's imminent attempt to sabotage the Pina2bo facility in Texas. Willem's decision to stay in Papua New Guinea after the Chinese takeover signals that his moderating influence will be integral to that process; it also ensures that Saskia will have a direct line to the Chinese, which bodes well for her successful management of Netherworld affairs.

Rufus

When viewed as a humanist hero, Rufus is an idealized personification of the American melting pot. He's smart, strong, resourceful, honest, and easygoing. He's also extremely loyal, though not in a mindless or obsequious fashion. When Pina2bo is struck by an EMP at the beginning of India's Climate Peacekeeping mission, Rufus immediately gets to work orchestrating a low-tech defense of the facility. He is motivated by duty to his employer (T.R.), by affection for Saskia (whom he rightly suspects may be in danger), and by a general desire to take action rather than passively wait to see what happens.

Like Saskia, Stephenson gives Rufus a mythological analog. Upon deciding to ride to Saskia and Pina2bo's aid, Rufus likens himself to Hector, first prince of Troy: "Someone got to be Hector in this Iliad...Someone gotta play defense" (653). With the help of the anti-drone eagles and their handlers, Rufus undertakes a daring shootout that culminates in him stopping Laks just moments before he can destroy Pina2bo. Happily, it is not Rufus's fate to die at the hands of Achilles and be dragged around the walls of Troy. He instead embodies a version of Hector from earlier in the epic poem, one able to successfully protect his homeland from foreign invaders:


Hektor, skilled in war,

would fit his shoulders under the bull's-hide shield,

and watching for whizzing arrows, thudding spears.

Aye, though he knew the tide of battle turned,

he kept his discipline and saved his friends. (The Iliad__, Book 16, l. 417-21)



Laks

When viewed as a humanist hero, Laks is a noble defender of global minorities and agrarians who are likely to suffer from irresponsible uses of solar geoengineering. His physical prowess, desire for excellence, and religious ethics motivate him to push the boundaries of his martial art, and along the way he discovers a mission much greater than himself: climate justice. As Laks rises to prominence as one of the world's elite gatka fighters, Stephenson compares him to Aragorn from The Lord of the Rings__:


Laks was Aragorn, part man and part elf, equally capable of hanging out with Lord Elrond at the high table of Imladris or slamming down pints in a tavern in Bree. When not standing next to his modern backpack he looked absolutely like a Punjabi Sikh, and so was assumed to be just that by locals and Westerners alike. When he started talking, most would peg him as American, though people in the know could guess from his articulation and certain vowel sounds that he was Canadian. (276)



Like Aragorn, Laks forms a multiethnic sangat (fellowship) with "a Tolkien-compliant head count of nine" bhais (brothers), and sets out to vanquish the enemies threatening his vulnerable homeland (286). His first foray happens at the Line of Actual Control, but after his injury and rehabilitation in Cyberabad, he takes on Pina2bo––a much more formidable and consequential foe. Although Laks becomes a kind of antagonist from the perspectives of the other main characters, his values and virtues remain solidly humanist. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the final moments of Laks's life. As he approaches Pina2bo with a weapon that will permanently disable it, he notices that at least one person is hiding inside the gun's shaft:


Whatever this device on Laks's back was, he was about to drop it down a hole where people were taking shelter. He stopped. This wasn't part of the plan. Or was it? People weren't supposed to be down there. (691)



This moment of ethical hesitation is what gives Rufus a clean shot to take Laks down. Laks's death is rightfully treated as a tragedy by Indians and Americans alike, with care taken to honor his Sikh heritage and "show proper respect for the young man's remains" in a fashion befitting a true hero (701). For the world, Laks's personal sacrifice will come to signify both the risk and futility of aggressive acts of Climate Peacekeeping, nudging leaders toward nonviolent, diplomatic approaches to the management of solar geoengineering.

Climate Cowboys

Plot Summary: It's the late 2040s. The world has done little to curb carbon emissions, and a combination of increased temperatures, rising sea levels, and extreme weather events are making life more and more difficult for people all over the globe. Into this picture sidles T.R. Schmidt, a Texas billionaire who inherited vast wealth and then increased it by creating a chain of massive strip-mall gas stations that cover America like cancerous lesions. Having recently developed a narcissistic savior complex, T.R. decides to unilaterally build and initiate the world's first solar geoengineering experiment, primarily in order to preserve his market share of Houston real estate, which will be hugely devalued if sea level rise continues unabated. Due to a staggering dearth of geopolitical savvy and cynicism about the public sector, T.R. underestimates the reactive potential of nations that either feel threatened by his project or would prefer to take control of it for their own purposes. As the book ends, we've witnessed a botched attempt by India to sabotage the original Pina2bo, along with China’s successful usurpation of the Papua New Guinea facility. It’s reasonable to expect that these are just the first shots in an unavoidable and catastrophic climate war––the springing of a multipolar trap that will destroy humanity’s last chance to peacefully address the climate problem.

In this interpretation, Stephenson's characters are best understood as climate cowboys––people pursuing their narrow self-interest or delusions of grandeur at the expense of the public good.

T.R.

When viewed as a climate cowboy, T.R. is one version of what David Victor has called the "Greenfinger scenario"––a lone billionaire with the temerity to think he's the answer to humanity's climate woes. T.R.'s slinging The Biggest Gun in the World with a "shoot first, ask questions later" attitude that imperils the entire planet. He downplays the scope of potential problems that solar geoengineering might cause, and only shares his plans with people who are highly motivated to agree with him. He doesn't coordinate with governments, starts building additional geoengineering facilities before there's enough time to properly assess Pina2bo's impact, and foolishly believes that computer-based climate models will allow him to regulate our hypercomplex and poorly-understood global ecosystems. "We gotta terraform Earth before we get distracted by Mars," he claims, as if we have some sensible and safe plan for how to successfully do that (178). T.R. wants powerful systems of climate control, but doesn't care about the threat they may pose in the wrong hands, as shown in this exchange with Willem:


"'Bad things' can mean a drought, flood, a heat wave, a cold snap. Bad things tend to be localized in time and space. Harder to predict. But we can predict them to some extent. And the more sites we have operational, the more knobs and levers we have on the dashboard, so to speak. So instead of just blundering around we are managing the situation to maximize the good and minimize the bad."

"And who is 'we' in this case?"

"Whoever controls the knobs and levers, obviously."

"How long do you expect you'll be allowed to control them? What if someone else decides they want the knobs and levers for their own?"

T.R.'s phone had buzzed, and he had put on reading glasses. He looked at Willem over the lenses. "My granddad built a mine in Cuba. Castro took it away from him. Does that mean he shouldn't have built it?" (552)



Shortly after this conversation, China's military takes control of T.R.'s new Pina2bo facility in Papua New Guinea––probably the novel’s most alarming geopolitical event. Overall, T.R. talks a good game about saving lives, but his climate crusade is really fueled by a toxic combination of his hubristic ego, personal financial interests, and lack of foresight regarding how his actions are likely to play out on the world stage.

Saskia

When viewed as a climate cowboy, Saskia is an awkward anachronism, a historical holdover flailing to remain relevant in a world with immense problems that she lacks the power to solve. Saskia's monarchic mentality dictates that hyper-powerful individuals will always dominate the game of global influence, so she doesn't take collective or democratic solutions seriously. She is seduced by the Queen of the Netherworld title primarily because it plays into her inbred vanity, conveniently overlooking the fact that it comes with no legitimate geopolitical clout. The elites propping her up––which include a petrostate-financed Saudi Prince and an ancient Venetian family that wants to secede from Italy––are using her as an appealing mouthpiece for their self-interested climate agendas. She is getting into bed with people she won't be able to control, as shown in this encounter with the Saudi Prince Fahd:


"The second wave [of geoengineering] will be about tuning the distribution of the veil so as to achieve the results..."

Saskia looked him in the eye. She got the idea he was about to conclude the sentence with "we want" but after the briefest of hesitations he said "that are most beneficial." (527)



Despite this obvious red flag, Saskia allows Fahd to buy her off with a hydrogen-powered jet that she can use to traipse around the planet performing climate advocacy while the people of the Netherworld continue to suffer. The promise of collaboration she extracts from T.R. is neither legally binding nor necessarily sincere, leaving Saskia with little practical hope of achieving her new ambitions. Returning to her mythological analog, Stephenson doesn't miss the opportunity to point out that "crops withered and died at the bidding of Ceres" (496).

Willem

When viewed as a climate cowboy, Willem represents the ineffectual efforts of the western world to keep up with Chinese geopolitical dominance. Bo spends the entire novel toying with Willem, strategically feeding him bits of information about Chinese operations that Willem has no chance whatsoever of foiling. Without these clues, Willem would have no idea that the Chinese are responsible for several of the novel's key events, such as the deepfake campaign against Saskia and the artificial rogue wave that destroys one of the largest moving structures humans have ever built. Bo is subtly grooming Willem to become a puppet who can explain and legitimize China's behavior to his western colleagues under the illusion that playing this role will allow him to moderate Chinese decision-making. Bo imbues Willem with an undeserved sense of self-importance which drives his decision to stay in Papua New Guinea and prevents him from realizing that, in doing so, he's playing right into Bo's hands.

Rufus

When viewed as a climate cowboy, Rufus is a well-intentioned American citizen whose commendable values and considerable talents get co-opted by T.R.'s ill-fated climate crusade. During Rufus's quest to take revenge on Snout, a genetics professor warns him about "going full Ahab," which piques his interest in the novel Moby-Dick (24). Upon reading it for himself, Rufus rejects the comparison to Captain Ahab in favor of identification with the more diverse and intrepid harpooneers:


Ahab didn't show up until pretty far into the book. He didn't out himself as an obsessed maniac until some little while after that. And then, of course, it was completely obvious why Dr. Rutledge had drawn a parallel between Rufus and Ahab. But, for Rufus, the analogy didn't really "take" because by that point in the novel he had already become interested in the harpooneers: the tattooed cannibal Queequeg, the "unmixed Indian" Tashtego, and the "gigantic, coal-black negro-savage" Daggo. The most interesting thing about these characters was that they all made more money––a larger share of the ship's profits––and enjoyed higher rank and status than anyone else on the Pequod save Ahab and the three mates...Guys who were good at chucking the spear made bank. (25-6)



Rufus's assumption of this macho, soldier of fortune persona blinds him to the reality of T.R.'s recklessness, just as the harpooneers in Moby-Dick become victims of Ahab's madness. So Rufus becomes a useful cog in T.R.'s corporate machine––just another skilled pair of hands helping to plunder Earth's ecosystems for a new era's extractivist energy titans. Rufus's defeat of Laks is merely a pyrrhic victory that will intensify global scrutiny of solar geoengineering and escalate climate conflict.

Laks

When viewed as a climate cowboy, Laks is an unfortunate but powerful pawn in a global struggle that he doesn't truly comprehend. Squaring off against Rufus-as-Hector, Laks's mythological analog is Achilles––the best warrior of a generation who squanders his unmatched talent fighting an unworthy war. In this framing, India (represented by Major Raju) is Agamemnon, the overzealous warlord leveraging a weak pretense to further his personal fortunes. After all, Pina2bo hasn't yet been operating long enough to conclusively impact Punjab's monsoon, and T.R.'s push to set up additional sites in other locations is guided by climate models showing that it's possible to offset the worst case scenarios. But India either doesn't know or doesn't care about these factors, and instead rushes into battle expecting Laks to guarantee a swift and decisive victory.

Before Achilles left for Troy, his mother Thetis famously offered him a choice: stay, live, and be forgotten; or go, die, and be remembered forever. Laks's Thetis is his Uncle Dharmender, who, having some vague idea of what Laks is about to do, invites him to reconsider his mission:


"During your fifteen minutes of fame last year...we were proud, for sure. But there was some concern that we have seen this movie before and it is not always one that has a happy ending for the man in the turban...They want us to follow orders and put ourselves in harm's way. On their behalf. 'Oh look, those weirdos turn out to be useful to have around.' We are useful, in other words, for going to the front lines and getting killed. So they are happy to overlook the turbans and so on." (559)



Like Achilles, Laks ignores his parent-figure's warning, choosing grit and glory over peace and obscurity. And like Achilles, Laks is ultimately brought low by a leg injury:


Halfway to the head frame, Laks had an insight about how overreliance on technology could lull you into a dangerous complacency. Sadly, what triggered this realization was his looking down to see that a diamondback rattlesnake had plunged its fangs into his right leg just above the knee. (688)



This wound, along with Laks's humanist moment of conscience, leads to his demise. He will surely be remembered, but only as the first in a long line of casualties who will fall in the climate wars to come.

V. Conclusion

Termination Shock's narrative ambiguity doesn't weaken its impact or send mixed messages; on the contrary, it invites us to accept and investigate the ethical complexity that pervades our collective climate problem. Neither the Humanist Heroes nor the Climate Cowboys interpretation represents the "true meaning" of the novel, because both are a reflection of the complicated world we live in, a world containing myriad coexisting truths and options for action. I personally think the Humanist Heroes interpretation is the more obvious one, and perhaps enjoys a bit more textual support, but hopefully I provided enough evidence to convince you that the Climate Cowboys interpretation is worth taking seriously. At any rate, the point is that the novel is replete with opportunities for readers to experience a literary double take, a radical revision of meaning triggered by a rapid frame shift.

I want to end by addressing the question of why it's desirable to engage with works of climate fiction like Termination Shock in addition to scientific studies and works of nonfiction. In other words, when trying to solve a real-world problem like climate change, what does climate fiction bring to the table that's special?

One simple answer is that climate fiction is just a lot more fun and accessible compared to scientific studies and nonfiction books, and will therefore attract more readers to elevate and diversify the conversation. I think that's true, but there’s a further answer I find more compelling. I believe that climate fiction is an indispensable tool for approaching what Timothy Morton calls "hyperobjects." Hyperobjects are "entities of such vast temporal and spatial dimensions that they defeat traditional ideas about what a thing is in the first place." Climate change is a paradigmatic example of a hyperobject, a problem of such immense scope and ecological complexity that we struggle to agree on how to properly analyze and define it, let alone solve it.

The grokking of hyperobjects requires not just collection and analysis of vast amounts of data about how the world is structured, but also degrees of mental flexibility and creativity not previously expected of any human generation. Books like Termination Shock provide a workout for our mental models and personal biases, inviting us to turn a critical eye toward our own perspectives and become better acquainted with opposing ones. Using the language of Julia Galef, fiction can nudge us out of "soldier mindset" and into "scout mindset," which "allows you to recognize when you were wrong, to seek out your blind spots, to test your assumptions and change course." When we drop into scout mindset, we can comfortably consider lots of viewpoints without worrying about having to identify and defend the "right" one.

Climate fiction is an effective facilitator of scout mindset because it carves out public space for the deliberative activity that American philosopher and psychologist John Dewey called “Dramatic Rehearsal”:


Deliberation is a dramatic rehearsal (in imagination) of various competing possible lines of action…Deliberation is an experiment in finding out what the various lines of possible action are really like. It is an experience in making various combinations of selected elements of habits and impulses, to see what the resultant action would be like if it were entered upon. But the trial is in imagination, not in overt fact. The experiment is carried on by tentative rehearsals in thought which do not affect physical facts outside the body. Thought runs ahead and foresees outcomes, and thereby avoids having to await the instruction of actual failure and disaster. An act overtly tried out is irretrievable, its consequences cannot be blotted out. An act tried out in imagination is not final or fatal. It is retrievable. (Human Nature and Conduct__, 190)



The simulation of futuristic narratives that feel plausible while remaining wholly “retrievable” allows us to deliberate about real-world possibilities without suffering real-world consequences. Climate fiction can’t resolve the many vexing coordination problems posed by climate change, but it can help ensure that the best ideas and arguments make it into the debate. This is the crucial work that Ada Palmer described when she stated that “Science fiction fights our ethical battles before we have to do them, and is one of the things that makes humanity now more humane and ethically prepared for the speed of change we face than we have ever been before” (Singularity.fm podcast, 2:18:02). Termination Shock goes a long way in this regard, and for that reason alone I think it should be considered Stephenson's most important novel to date.






The Age of the Infovore by Tyler Cowen

I hadn’t actually read Tyler Cowen’s book when I first took to calling myself an infovore. May not have even known it existed. But I always liked the word.

The idea of living not on bread alone, but on information seemed to fit with my obsessive attitude toward knowing things, and the term itself felt vaguely flattering in a way that “bookworm” or “junkie” never did.

Now taking note of some cool new fact and tucking it away for later felt like a kind of superpower, and whenever I got carried away sharing articles with friends as if they had inadvertently subscribed to some kind of inescapable RSS feed, I could invoke its subtly positive framing to soften my impulsivity.

Sorry, you don’t need to read all of this. I’m just a bit of an infovore.

By the time I opened The Age of the Infovore, the term as I understood it had come to form a portion of my identity. So imagine my surprise when on page two I read,


One strong feature of autism is the tendency of autistics to impose additional structure on information by the acts of arranging, organizing, classifying, collecting, memorizing, categorizing, and listing. Autistics are information lovers to an extreme degree and they are the people who engage with information most passionately. When it comes to their areas of interest, autistics are the true infovores, as I call them.



II.

Inadvertently, I had been identifying myself by a term that now appeared to be interchangeable with autistic. I felt I had made a mistake. But as I kept reading, I started to wonder.

A key claim in AOTI is that autism, broadly defined, is much more common than is generally believed. Our perception of who qualifies as autistic is heavily shaped by selection bias—medical professionals zero in on pronounced functional problems when determining their diagnoses and informal forums for discussing autism largely attract participants seeking to satisfy emotional needs. In this way, the category of autism comes to be defined by intractable life problems, while thriving individuals who share many of the same essential cognitive features pass under the radar.

Though many of these individuals experience initial challenges, they successfully learn to adapt and overcome them. Counter to prevailing stereotype, autistics can learn to develop greater flexibility, dynamism, and social aptitude while leveraging the unique strengths of their cognitive profile to great effect.

This perspective prompted me to reevaluate life experiences in light of common markers of autism. As a child, I struggled learning to write and would sometimes become mute in stressful situations. I learned social skills very gradually by consciously mirroring the things friends did that received positive results, and avoided physical touch until I was almost twenty.

I wasn’t sure I wanted the label, but aspects of the psychology seemed to fit.

III.

Many great stories feature a seemingly ordinary person discovering they are actually very special. Think Luke Skywalker meeting Obi Wan, Clark Kent discovering his alien origins, or Harry Potter receiving admission to Hogwarts. Once the protagonist learns the secret of who they really are, they can never be the same.

It’s important to note that in each of these stories, the moment of transformation precedes any tangible change in their heroic abilities. All that changes is their self-conception.

Though honing and developing unique talents forms an important part of their later stories, none of these heroes are able to even aspire to their full potential without a positive identity to structure and direct their abilities toward a meaningful goal.

Before becoming a. . .

Wizard, Harry is just an awkward, insecure kid living in a cupboard under the stairs.

Jedi Knight, Luke feels trapped and unimportant, as common as sand on the planet of Tatooine.

Superhero, Clark is an obscure farm boy living in small town, oblivious to the impact his talents can have.

And while Clark Kent is technically a weird alien from the planet Krypton, that’s not the personal brand he settles on. Superman sounds so much better.






The Anti-Politics Machine

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Everyone familiar with Effective Altruism knows that “good intentions aren’t enough.”

If you want your charitable giving to mean something, you also need to measure your favorite program’s effects with good statistical data.

But we don’t always clarify that good intentions and accurate data still aren’t enough. You also need to know that you’ve collected the right data and asked the right questions, and these are both much, much harder than the introductory effective altruist material tends to let on.

I first picked up James Ferguson’s The Anti-Politics Machine a year ago, expecting to read about a failed development project that could have benefited from an evidence-based approach. But instead I found an intervention that could have been backed by every experiment in the world and still would have fallen apart, a program so profoundly shaped by the lens of “development economics” that its practitioners misinterpreted almost every facet of what they were doing.

In the interest of space, I’ll focus on the two ideas from the book that have shaped my thinking the most -- recognizing the bundle of assumptions and biases he calls “development discourse”, and Ferguson’s “anti-politics machine” critique of technocratic decision-making. I will end by providing some more subjective takeaways for the Effective Altruist (EA) movement. 

I. Development Discourse

“The statistics are wrong, but always wrong in the same way; the conceptions are fanciful, but it is always the same fantasy.”

In 1975, the World Bank released a report on Lesotho: a tiny, mountainous country surrounded on all sides by the much larger nation of South Africa. This report, written by and for outside “development experts”, set out to identify problems that were holding the country back which could be solved by simple, technical “interventions”.

The report portrayed Lesotho as a country “virtually untouched by modern economic development” after gaining independence, whose “traditional subsistence peasant society” had been disrupted by depleted soil and failed crops, compelling most of its young men to find work in nearby South Africa. To solve this problem, the report made a variety of recommendations, many of which involved boosting agricultural productivity and connecting farmers in Lesotho to better markets to sell their crops and especially their livestock. 

Was this a fair characterization of the situation? Ferguson, as an anthropologist studying the “development experts”, wants us to ask a slightly different question: how does the development community construct what it considers to be knowledge? When this report passed through committees, what tests did it have to pass to be accepted as accurate? What kinds of errors is the system set up to catch, and how does it catch them?

Ferguson’s description of the process is somewhat cynical and some of the errors would have been caught today, particularly in the basic statistics. Since 1990, when the book was published, the rise of randomized experiments has revolutionized development economics. We now have a much firmer grasp on how to test causality, how to quantify effect sizes, and how to make reasonable statistical claims. In other words, the data points our narratives are built around have become much, much more reliable.

But the process by which we go from data to narrative is still relatively casual and poorly theorized, and this step was the main source of the World Bank group’s troubles. In the data-gathering process, they noted several facts: 


	
Most of the population in rural Lesotho grew crops, but they did not make very much income from them.



	
More than 60% of the area’s young men were working in mines in nearby South Africa and sending back remittances.



	
Many families had large flocks of underfed cattle. Even when money was tight, the team rarely observed cattle sales.





Each of these is true, but they need to be set within a larger narrative to inform the work of “development.” Instead of doing the ethnographical and historical work it would take to understand Lesotho’s particular history, political system, and culture, the World Bank’s team of experts substituted their notions of what “less-developed countries” are like, shaped just as much by countries very different from Lesotho and the array of “solutions” the team had to offer as they were by anything to do with the context they’d set out to study.

To the economists writing the report, the fact that cattle were not being sold was a clear sign of a market failure -- surely this meant that either the cattle were too low quality to sell, or the population did not have access to markets. Since this story (1) made sense of a data point that was otherwise confusing, (2) fit with economists’ intuitions for why a person might not sell their “product”, and (3) lent itself to being solved with standard tools (programs to improve cattle quality! programs to connect people with markets!), it seemed like a natural and parsimonious explanation of the facts. So natural and parsimonious, in fact, that the authors don’t seem to have thought to check whether it was actually true_._ 

The same sort of jumps happened in interpreting the other two facts. The authors assumed that, as a “less-developed country”, Lesotho’s rural economy was driven by agriculture. The fact that income from crops was low was therefore a sign that the population were primarily “subsistence” farmers who could be “developed” with access to better agricultural tools. As further evidence for this theory, the failure of agriculture was a perfect explanation for why young men had recently (it was assumed) been forced to travel across the border for work.

While Ferguson focuses on Thaba-Tseka, I think the “development discourse” lens he describes is easiest to understand by imagining how it might function in a very different context. If the same World Bank economists were to study an American suburb, they might learn that:


	
Most households grow fruits or vegetables in their yards, but make little profit by selling them.



	
The majority of household breadwinners have a fairly long commute to work, which they complain endlessly about.



	
People pour money into valuable assets they call “Roth IRAs”, but do not seem to sell them even when they could use the cash.





Should the World Bank conclude that suburban America is populated by subsistence farmers whose inability to grow good crops has forced them into long commutes? Are 401(k)s merely a “product” that young Americans hold onto because they’re too hard to sell? 

Through careful ethnographic work (using the research method of actually talking to people) Ferguson discovers that, while the three facts we noted were true, the report’s interpretation of them was rooted entirely in fantasy. Much like our hypothesized suburbanites, the people of Lesotho’s Thaba-Tseka region grew food, but they did not consider farming their main priority or source of income. Indeed, even in the best of years a typical household would grow less than half of the food they consumed, with most money coming from remittances sent back from the mines, or from services (or beer) sold to those with mining income. 

The practice of mining in South Africa, far from being a recent response to deteriorating agriculture, had been a central part of the Lesothan economy for more than a century. Villagers’ economic complaints rarely referenced agriculture (since they were not farmers), but rather focused on labor practices and immigration laws they felt allowed the mining companies to exploit their work and keep them in poverty.  

Similarly, the decision not to sell cattle was part of a complex traditional arrangement Ferguson labels “the bovine mystique”, in which cattle functioned both as a means of paying bridewealth and a way of saving for retirement when one was finally too old or injured to work in the mines. The system itself was relatively controversial among the villagers, but it’s difficult to imagine access to markets was a primary concern when Ferguson’s interviewees knew 1) where the market was, 2) how to get there, and 3) what the going price of cattle was on a near-daily basis.

What I find so striking about the World Bank report (and Ferguson’s devastating deconstruction of it) is not that it’s a bad piece of development writing, but that even fifty years later it’s still a thoroughly unremarkable one. Economic development papers and talks tend to have a fairly fixed structure:


	
A quick introduction to “the setting”



	
Carefully gathered numerical data, with a variety of statistical arguments and robustness checks to show that one or two “main results” have been accurately reported.



	
A story that plausibly explains these numbers (either a potential mechanism for an effect, or an explanation of why the effect turned out to be null)





If these stories are challenged, it is not because there is no actual evidence for them, but because an economist in the audience has thought of their own preferred theory. If the speaker can find some data point that contradicts the questioner’s idea, this is thought to “confirm” the original story. Since audience members (who often have little specific knowledge of the region) are unlikely to ask questions like “what if this village just has an incredibly complicated set of social conventions around cattle that prevents their sale even without market barriers in place?” or “do the region’s economic challenges have more to do with this very specific regulation in South African immigration law?”, plausible-sounding stories that explain one or two numerical data points tend to gain traction in the literature whether or not they have anything to do with reality. Mark McGovern famously noted this trend in a review of two of Paul Collier’s books, writing:

“Much of the intellectual heavy lifting in these books is in fact done at the level of implication or commonsense guessing. And the common sense is surely not that of the inhabitants of the countries being dissected, but that of the highly educated elite located primarily in Western Europe and North America. In those passages where Collier does lay out the thinking behind his explanations, they are always coherent and plausible, but the chain of causal relations makes it evident how fragile these models typically are.”

The World Bank report’s fundamental misdiagnosis of the challenges Lesotho faced formed the basis for a series of failed “development initiatives”, most notably the Thaba-Tseka Development Project, a joint venture funded by the Canadian International Development Agency, the World Bank, the Government of Lesotho, and the UK Overseas Development Ministry. 

The project focused on providing technical solutions to the “problems” the World Bank report had identified: better agricultural techniques, easier access to markets, and increased government capacity to provide public goods. Each piece faced serious problems in execution, largely because interventions shown to have the sorts of “positive effects” randomized experiments might demonstrate elsewhere in Africa were not necessarily well suited to Lesotho’s unforgiving, mountainous terrain. 

But even more seriously, the project was so enveloped in “development discourse” that nobody thought to question whether they were working on problems their “recipients” cared about, or merely the ones the “tools of development” were capable of solving. As Ferguson writes, “The promise that crop farming could be revolutionized through the application of a well-known package of technical inputs was so firmly written into the project’s design that it was difficult for those on the scene to challenge it, or even to confront it.”

Perhaps the only thing that has changed since Ferguson wrote is that we have tools to better identify these failures: the development literature continues to be littered with failed trials and interventions based on unchecked assumptions. One of the most famous is the British Department for International Development’s 90 million pound Tuungane project, whose Congolese incarnation sought to rebuild village governing institutions that the country’s civil war had destroyed. One of the most convincing explanations of its failure is that it may not have been necessary to begin with: the implementers do not seem to have checked whether the institutions had actually been weakened by violence, and baseline reports indicated that residents were relatively satisfied with village governance before the project even started! More research is needed to clarify the situation -- research which might have been useful to carry out before spending a £90 million on a “fix”.

Part of this, perhaps, comes from the usual overconfidence that other social scientists like to accuse economists of. But there are much bigger systemic problems at play. Development work tends to run on short timelines: grad students and postdocs need to publish quickly for their careers to advance, NGO funding runs on 5-ish year cycles, and charities (particularly in “high-risk” areas) face extremely high employee turnover rates. This simultaneously limits the accumulation of institutional knowledge, while incentivizing practitioners away from the time-intensive process of understanding a particular context in favor of “getting results quick.” 

Similarly, the recent introduction of experimental evidence to the development field is a wondrous thing, but the revolution has to continue: randomized experiments can tell us about the effect an intervention had somewhere, but even the best methods of applying this kind of evidence to a specific context remain somewhat arbitrary and subjective. As EA begins to fund more complex (but potentially more effective) interventions, a key step will be to get a more systematic handle on how to gather evidence about specific places-- countries, states, even villages -- and how to match the tools we have to people who might benefit from them. 

II. The Trouble with Technocrats

“But even if the project was in some sense a ‘failure’ as an agricultural development project, it is indisputable that many of its ‘side effects’ had a powerful and far-reaching impact on the Thaba-Tseka region. [...] Indeed, it may be that in a place like Mashai, the most visible of all the project’s effects was the indirect one of increased Government military presence in the region”  

As the program continued to unfold, the development officials became more and more disillusioned -- not with their own choices, but with the people of Thaba-Tseka, who they perceived as petty, apathetic, and outright self-destructive. A project meant to provide firewood failed because locals kept breaking into the woodlots and uprooting the saplings. An experiment in pony-breeding fell apart when “unknown parties” drove the entire herd of ponies off of cliffs to their deaths. Why, Ferguson’s official contacts bemoaned, weren’t the people of Thaba-Tseka committed to their own “development”?

Who could possibly be opposed to trees and horses? Perhaps, the practitioners theorized, the people of Thaba-Tseka were just lazy. Perhaps they “didn’t want to be better.” Perhaps they weren’t in their right mind or had made a mistake. Perhaps poverty makes a person do strange things.

Or, as Ferguson points out, perhaps their anger had something to do with the fact that the best plots of land in the village had been forcibly confiscated to make room for wood and pony lots, without any sort of compensation. The central government was all too happy to help find land for the projects, which they took from political enemies and put in the control of party elites, especially when it could use a legitimate anti-poverty program as cover.  In Ferguson’s words, the development project was functioning as an “anti-politics machine” the government could use to pretend political power moves were just “objective” solutions to technical problems.

 A local student’s term paper captured the general discontent:

“In spite of the superb aim of helping the people to become self-reliant, the first thing the project did was to take their very good arable land. When the people protested about their fields being taken, the project promised them employment. [...] It employed them for two months, found them unfit for the work, and dismissed them. Without their fields and without employment they may turn up to be very self-reliant. It is rather hard to know.”

Two things stand out to me from this story. First, the “development discourse” lens served to focus the practitioners’ attention on a handful of technical variables (quantity of wood, quality of pony), and kept them from thinking about any repercussions they hadn’t thought to measure.

This is a serious problem, because “negative effects on things that aren’t your primary outcome” are pretty common in the development literature. High-paying medical NGOs can pull talent away from government jobs. Foreign aid can worsen ongoing conflicts. Unconditional cash transfers can hurt neighbors who didn’t receive the cash. And the literature we have is implicitly conditioned on “only examining the variables academics have thought to look at” -- surely our tools have rendered other effects completely invisible!

Second, the project organizers somewhat naively ignored the political goals of the government they’d partnered with, and therefore the extent to which these goals were shaping the project.

Lesotho’s recent political history had been tumultuous. The Basotho Nationalist Party (BNP), having gained power upon independence in 1965, refused to give up power after losing the 1970 elections to the Basotho Congress Party (BCP). Blaming the election results on “communists”, BNP Prime Minister Leabua Jonathan declared a state of emergency and began a campaign of terror, raiding the homes of opposition figures and funding paramilitary groups to intimidate, arrest, and potentially kill anyone who spoke up against BNP rule.

This had significant effects in Thaba-Tseka, where “villages [...] were sharply divided over politics, but it was not a thing which was discussed openly” due to a fully justified fear of violence. The BNP, correctly sensing the presence of a substantial underground opposition, placed “development committees” in each village, which served primarily as local wings of the national party. These committees spied on potential supporters of the now-outlawed BCP and had deep connections to paramilitary “police” units. 

When the Thaba-Tseka Development Project started, its international backers partnered directly with the BNP leadership, reasoning that sustainable development and public goods provision could only happen through a government whose role they primarily viewed as bureaucratic. As a result, nearly every decision had to make its way through the village development committees, who used the project to pursue their own goals: jobs and project funds found their way primarily to BNP supporters, while the “necessary costs of development” always seemed to be paid by opposition figures.

The funding coalition ended up paying for a number of projects that reinforced BNP power, from establishing a new “district capital” (which conveniently also served as a military base) to constructing new and better roads linking Thaba-Tseka to the district and national capitals (primarily helping the central government tax and police an opposition stronghold). Anything that could be remotely linked to “economic development” became part of the project as funders and practitioners failed to ask whether government power might have alternate, more concerning effects. 

As we saw earlier, the population being “served” saw this much more clearly than the “servants”, and started to rebel against a project whose “help” seemed to be aimed more at consolidating BNP control than meeting their own needs. When they ultimately resorted to killing ponies and uprooting trees, project officials infatuated with “development” were left with “no idea why people would do such a thing,” completely oblivious to the real and lasting harm their “purely technical decisions” had inflicted. 

Have any EA projects had this sort of unexpected political side effect? I think it’s genuinely hard to tell without further research, but the possibility is frightening. (There’s been a little bit of research on the quantitative side --Recent research has found, for instance,  that GiveDirectly’s 2014 unconditional cash transfer trial increased community participation but did not change voting patterns, so at least in 2014 the Kenyan government wasn’t using the program to stay in power. Was this the right question to test? I am not sure, especially without a more qualitative survey to see if there are other avenues we should be worried about.)

III. Takeaways for Effective Altruism

So what do we do as effective altruists (hereafter “EAs”)?  I see three key takeaways.

The first is a clear need for more qualitative research. GiveWell makes some qualitative judgments about charities, but Ferguson’s work illustrates the need for qualitative evaluation of the interventions themselves to see if the underlying studies have captured all of the “right” variables.

Randomized experiments are really good at testing hypotheses, but by their very nature they can’t tell you about variables you didn’t decide ahead of time to measure. Are there significant side effects (positive or negative) we’ve missed from massive malaria net distributions? I don’t know, but if so they are not likely to be discovered by a bunch of Americans and Europeans sitting in a room and trying to guess the best things to measure. Rather, they’re probably already known (or suspected) by the people experiencing them, and a first step to finding out is going and asking them. (A second step is finding the right people to ask them -- real expertise in qualitative research is a rare and valuable skill.)

Of course, qualitative research is messy and sometimes the people you interview are wrong or have other agendas. So once we have an “on-the-ground” hypothesis or concern, there will often be good reason to use a randomized trial or quasi-experimental method to test it or try to understand how much of a concern it might be! This sort of interdisciplinary approach is starting to gain traction in academia, but it has yet to be seriously applied in the EA sphere.

There’s another angle to this: Ferguson’s most incisive insights arise not from studying the people being “served”, but by studying the development practitioners themselves. Other social scientists have continued this trend, from McGovern’s An Anthropologist Among the Mandarins and Robinson’s How Different Social Scientists Think to Marchais, Bazuzi, and Lameke’s The Data is Gold, and We Are The Gold-Diggers and Omar Bah’s webcomic Mzungus in Development and Governments. Each new paper illuminates the research process in new ways, and provides tools both to do better research and to identify potential weaknesses in the pre-existing literature.

I think one of the highest impact investments an Effective Altruist fund could make right now would be to hire a handful of trained anthropologists (or other outside experts in qualitative research / ethnography) to hang out in places like GiveWell or the Machine Intelligence Research Institute for a few years and really study how effective altruism works as a system. How are decisions being made, and how is evidence being used to make them? What does “EA discourse” help make visible and which problems and concerns does it hide from our view? How do the positionalities of typical EA researchers affect their views of what’s important or what’s plausible?

I have my guesses, and I’m sure you have yours. But I had my guesses about development economics, too, and I missed nearly everything Ferguson (and the authors mentioned two paragraphs up) uncovered. What more are we missing?

The second is an emphasis on local context. As funding gaps for “low hanging fruit” like malaria disappear, EA is going to have to focus on more complicated interventions, which are likely to be fairly context-specific -- after all, why should an agriculture program that works in the flattest parts of the Sahel be expected to work the same way in the Maloti Mountains?

Ferguson notes about several of the Thaba-Tseka project’s failed arms:

“Tanzania may be very different from Lesotho on the ground, but, from the point of view of a development agency’s head office, both may be simply ‘the Africa desk’. In the Thaba-Tseka case, at least, the original project planners knew little about Lesotho’s specific history, politics, and sociology; they were experts on ‘livestock development in Africa,’ and drew largely on experience in East Africa.”

For any sort of context-specific intervention to work, an intimate knowledge of the specific history, needs, and geography of individual villages and regions is necessary.  The development world has slowly made steps in this direction, but it’s not clear to me that the EA community has a clear way of acquiring, accessing, or working with this information. 

I don’t think there’s a magic bullet to solve this problem, but in the long run any solution will probably need to involve a) on-the-ground, qualitative research and b) real representation in the EA network from areas EA organizations are interested in working. The development industry has a shameful history of infantilizing and ignoring the opinions of “locals”, and I think the conversations I’m starting to see in EA about diversity and representation of different parts of the Global South need to continue if we’re going to get enough serious knowledge of local contexts to effectively direct funding.

The third is a continued need to take politics seriously. This is one of the most challenging issues in charitable giving: when is it okay to work with a government doing terrible things to deliver humanitarian aid? To what extent does an NGO feeding the hungry lend its legitimacy to or cover for an authoritarian regime’s misdeeds?  I don’t have anything close to a full answer (and I don’t think anyone does), but Ferguson’s work exposes a possibility I hadn’t thought of before, in which “technical” and “apolitical” projects can expand the power of the state in unforeseen and potentially dangerous ways.

After writing The Anti-Politics Machine, Ferguson largely gave up on the idea of charitable or state-based aid. (Understandably, I think, given that he spent most of a decade watching its most horrific side effects first-hand).  It’s ironic, then, that I think his book’s practical value is greatest to those of us who still hold onto hope in its possibilities. May we have ears to hear the voices telling us where our work has fallen short, and eyes to see what it could become.

Footnotes


	
Ferguson pg. 55



	
 World Bank, quoted by Ferguson pg. 25



	
 The idea that “less-developed countries” should all be alike seems unlikely, but it fits with the current trend in economics where essentially any question involving non-OECD countries is lumped together into “development.”



	
 Popular Development Economics—An Anthropologist among the Mandarins  pg. 348
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 As measured by randomized experiments. See, e.g. Institutional Change by Imitation: Introducing Western Governance Practice in Congolese Villages for details.



	
 I learned this story from Raul Sanchez de la Sierra, a researcher involved in the evaluation.



	
 Ferguson pg. 252-253



	
 T. Sekhamane, quoted on Ferguson pg. 243
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 See Orkin and Walker’s Unconditional Cash Transfers and Civic Engagement in Kenya



	
 Ferguson, pg. 258



	
 See “The Data is Gold” or Omar Bah’s comic, above, for some examples.








The Axis of Madness

The Axis of Madness could be the strangest thing that's ever been written. It's divided into four parts. The first three parts describe the creation of a new species by genetic technologists in societies with no concept of God, ruled by deceived people who believe that power gives them the right to decide life's purpose and take over human evolution, a theme that many conspiracy theorists believe is happening but with a twist. It places the blame on leaders of the church propagating Satan's lie that infected Adam and Eve in the Garden, not billionaire cults or power seeking globalists.

The last part describes the war between the remaining humans and the Hive species the Elite made. The Hive is not a society of individuals who have free will. Its creatures are made from human and animal DNA and networked by a neural interface to their sexual nerves that turns them into neurons for Beelzebub's mind.

Satan's servant Beelzebub exists in the network and can take over anybody at will. If the body of someone who serves it is killed their mind can be transferred to another, if they're needed. Its soldiers are bred to crave killing and have no fear of death. Hive creatures are grown in artificial wombs and are unable to reproduce. Sex is for recreation and assimilating individuals into the Hive, not for making babies.

Conjugal love is the foundation of reproduction in Erotica and artificial methods are considered evil and not allowed. Erotica's founders knew they had to go underground; that the Hive would consider them a threat and try to exterminate them. Fortunately, they invented a way to rapidly cut rock. Fusion powered laser boring machines that could go a hundred times faster than conventional ones. Most of their population was underground when the Hive attacked and thought to be safe. Then the Hive released viruses that sterilized most of them.

The book implies that modern culture is on a similar path and attempts to document it with a series of loosely coupled stories showing how the Left and Right have been unconsciously working together to bring it about. The central premise is that Adam and Eve were infected by a mental virus that was passed from generation to generation up until now; and that the virus causes shame of sex, which is God's greatest gift. Further it implies the shameful engram causes the Right to repress sex which leads to perversion by the Left, and that the political cycles between Right and Left are the flapping of Beelzebub's wings.

The story is about a District Attorney who's aggressively prosecuting sex criminals. It starts with an intern at NSA browsing through porn he found on a Perp's drive discovering an email account. If he lets them know what he found they'll know he's been violating policy, so he doesn't tell them. After an incident with a young girl on a train and discovering the author was killed by inmates he decides to leave NSA. Why they were forbidden to look at what was on the drives becomes clear. He can't keep from thinking about the pictures and accessed the email account to see if any are there and is disappointed to find nothing but the Perp's manuscript.

After looking through the manuscript, he began to suspect the whole thing was a prank by his friend at NSA; that he wrote it, not the perp, and set up the email account. The work was a disjointed mess and sounded like one of the conspiracy stories he told on the way to work. Ever since learning the perp was killed he'd been feeling guilty about not telling them about the email account, thinking proof he was writing a book might have gotten him off. But no one was exempt from the laws that made it a crime to seek or possess information about child sex, except agents of government.

The realization he'd been pranked, spawned the idea of turning the tables on his friend. He had access to the neural network writing program at the university he was attending and used it to add events that happened after the supposed author died. Then he got a friend at NSA to copy the revised work onto his friends computer. An error in the cloud server caused it to overwrite all the originals without backing them up.

After learning his friend was killed in a car crash he realized he made a big mistake, wiped his computer and mailed a thumb drive with the book to Thomas Warden, the attorney Part two is about.

The remainder of Part one is a mix of Thomas's activities and him reading the manuscript, drawn in by its reference to him and stories about people he sent to prison. Events are described in horrific detail and there's no limit to what's discussed, which upsets him greatly.

He gets even more disturbed when her reads of a plot to get even with him by an abortionist he sent to prison for molesting patents, and contacts a friend at NSA to find out if the manuscript is authentic. He's being sued by the author's heirs and didn't report receiving the manuscript. If they knew it existed it could be damaging so he can't use official channels to investigate the threat after he learns NSA has the identical document.

Part 2 begins in earnest when he realizes that the threat is real moments before it happens and everyone he cares about is killed. From then on his whole focus is on punishing perverts he holds responsible for killing his wife and friends. He goes around the country lobbying for sex crime to be considered a disease caused by hormone imbalance and advocating Reduction as the cure. Despite the medical mumbo jumbo it's really a torturous form of castration, re-branded to overcome people's reluctance to accept it.

The reality of the cure is revealed in a short story that follows about a fool who misreads signals from a girl at a bar and is accused of rape. He botches his defense and to avoid life in prison he chooses the cure. Then his ordeal is explained in sadistic detail.

Thomas didn't know he was being used. That the attack was done to get the law passed and was the final step in Satan's plan to get control of human reproduction so it could become incarnate in the world. Or that he'd been chosen to lead it.

He goes on vacation after the law is passed. As the plane takes off, he's still thinking about a nightmarish dream he had about raping a girl. It's from looking at pictures on perverts drives, he assures himself then puts it out of his mind but his encounter with a young girl at the resort he's diverted to brings it back with vengeance. Its all down hill from then as the sinister force he set in motion, puts its hooks in him.

The remaining chapters tell the story of his demise and two others caught in the web he vengefully wove. One, a boy who failed to resist temptation, the other a victim of circumstance, sucked into the dystopian world Satan was making. The details aren't important. The purpose was to form a group to experience preparation and what the procedure evolved into.

The first chapter of Part 3, Preparation Hell, describes reality somewhat like The Devil in Miss Jones from a sadistic gay bondage perspective. And the following chapter, a transsexuals pipe dream, documents every cut and suture. The law he got passed was enabling legislation and PED morphed it into what Satan intended. They're subject to 120 days of around the clock sexual degradation and stimulation, then their sex organs are removed and the nerves connected to an interface to Sexnet by a surgical robot.

After the procedure, despite his intention to expose the evil place, he's assimilated into the Borg like Hive and becomes its leader. The following chapters describe the birth of the opposition and the degenerate slide of culture. The last chapter in Part three is about boys of the Hive getting ready to make the transition to adulthood, which means being neutered and choosing the sex they're going to pretend to be.

PED stands for Planned Eugenics Department and is the Hive's reproductive center. On trips to PED, aspects of the center are explained to them, and most are excitedly awaiting surgery to transform them into adults but one isn't. His name is Nyden and he's a transition character into Part 4, The Species War. Eroticans are living underground but most are victims of the Hive's sterility viruses. To survive they've been kidnapping fertile boys from the Hive. On his way to PED for transitioning surgery, Nyden's train is stopped by an explosion and a rebel explains their situation; he joins them without hesitation. From this point on the book is more of a science fiction story than a non fiction description of the road to Hell.

In minutes Nyden and those who came with him are flying across the desert in spider like crafts. After they reach the mountains they go underground and take a car to an auditorium where their new lives are explained. Then they are taken to where they're going to live. He goes to sleep exhausted and wakes fully rested hours later. Hearing sounds he goes to investigate and finds a girl his age making breakfast. A real girl, not anything like feminized boys at the dorm where he lived; the most beautiful creature he ever encountered; and he's overwhelmed with feelings he never felt before.

Their union is an example of what becoming one flesh means. Helping teens find compatible mates had high priority in Erotica. And for boys from the Hive, who were joining a society based on conjugal love, it was even more important. This theme repeats in the chapters that follow.

The Shaman is introduced in chapter 4.2. Besides boys from hive they have been recruiting from native populations in the Arctic. On the latest trip they encountered a Shaman with a vision about how to destroy the Hive. He saw a massive asteroid passing close to Earth. By deceiving the Hive into thinking it will hit, they can get it to deflect it into the Earth's path.

Meanwhile, the Hive has been breeding an army of human animal hybrids far bigger than the entire population of Erotica and constantly searching for ways to get in so it can wipe them out. After the Hive blasts a hole into the base guarding a farming village, disaster is narrowly averted by Jack Demsey, the person in charge of the base, racing overland with a tactical nuke and attaching it to a truck going into the compound above the breach.

After destroying the compound, he tries to get back via a service conduit and encounter Hive creatures breaking in. After killing them and blocking the conduit he has to go overland and is pursued by Hive monsters that he manages to kill. After he gets back, he goes to his lovers home and falls asleep in her arms. He's wakened by the sound of an explosion a few hours later, recognizes the smell of Hive creatures, and immediately knows they are in a fight for their lives. As the battle develops it is obvious they are going to loose.

The city is linked by a large tunnel to an underwater submarine base used for fishing and the disposal of tailings. Anticipating danger, explosives have been placed on the glass dome over an amusement park by the base. If they can't drive them out they'll have to flood the city. Soon it becomes obvious it's impossible. They don't even have enough time to evacuate the people by car so all able bodied people are sent to the surface.

While the preceding events took place, scientists designed, assembled and launched a flying saucer to take a team to the moon. After boring a small hole down to a conduit in the Moon Base, they use insect sized avatars to break into the computer combining sensor data from the array into a super high resolution image. They update the firmware to give themselves a back door, install a Trojan to monitor the system, and virus code to shift the image of the asteroid so it looks like its going to hit Earth. Their plan works, The Hive blasts it with all of its nukes. Its broken into millions of pieces on a collision course with Earth.

After Beelzebub figured out it was deceived it launched an all out attack, knowing taking over an underground city was its only chance to survive on Earth. Flooding the city stopped it but it attacked again after survivors showed it where an entrance was. To stop it, they had to detonate another nuke. Jack took them to a glacier and carved ice caves in it, knowing the Hive would follow. When the Hive army arrived, he set off nukes placed in the canyon walls that cut it to ribbons, and buried it under thousands of tons of rock.

The next day the asteroid hit, causing earthquakes all over the world and unleashing hellacious storms that made it impossible to go anywhere. They were trapped in the ice caves and would run out of food and energy before they'd be able to go anywhere. Jack sent four of his best on a mission to seek help, doubting they would make it, or anything could be done to help them if they did. But in Erotica's free enterprise system, all technology was following Moore's Law, and a tunneling rescue was just the thing they needed to introduce new products. In nine days they drilled a thirty mile tunnel to the survivors.

Before impact, Thomas and the Hive mind had gone to the Moon and set up a reproduction center. Beelzebub's plan was to wait until Earth returned to normal. They couldn't survive another war in the future. Beelzebub had to be driven completely out of Reality. It lived in the network like viruses in society, constantly copying itself, so the infected nodes needed to be destroyed all at once. After an explosive avatar was on top of every node in the network that Beelzebub resided, they set them off and sent it back to the Hell it came from, freeing Thomas from the nightmare he was in.

Conclusion:

The story was far from polished and the editing left a lot to be desired. It was obvious a lot of effort went into writing it; most of it is a word puzzle and different perspectives are combined in ways that tend to be confusing. Most characters in the first three parts are props, flat figures described by text that doesn't bring them to life. It made them hard to relate to and most were quickly forgotten.

Even in the last part character development was weak. The focus was on what they did, not their physical characteristics. The plot is event driven on a confined track, much like the rock world they live in thousands of feet underground. A few forested areas and small lakes are described with resident's dwellings in the rock walls around them. And cities linked by thousand mile long tunnels and high speed cars.

Descriptions of inventions are detailed and believable, and the idea of cell's quantum entanglement when they divide, cleverly bridges the gap between spiritualism and science. If Reality is an information process like the author implies, then it makes sense, but for those who believe in materialism, it won't.

According to the promo, the intent of the book is to warn people that what is fictionally described is actually happening in subtle ways. That Satan is real, smarter than us and manipulating people into doing its bidding. To sum it up: The failure to recognize one is deceived is dangerous and especially so when it involves leaders. And the root of evil in society is religion's repression of sex, which the author considers to be God's greatest Gift because it allows men and women to be co-creators with God.






The Beginning of Infinity by David Deutsch

Deutsch eats rationalism

The philosopher Dan Dennet describes evolution, his pick for the best idea that anyone's had, as universal acid: A liquid so corrosive it eats through any substance that attempts to contain it.

The ideas in The Beginning of Infinity (BoI), the 2011 book by the brilliant and eccentric[1] Oxford physicist David Deutsch, form a universal acid: They can dissolve your entire worldview. Especially if your worldview happens to contain Bayesianism, forecasting, evolutionary psychology, behavioral genetics, cognitive biases, concerns for animal welfare, and an unease about the existential risks posed from the development of artificial intelligence. Did I miss anything?

Deutsch is a physicist by trade. He discovered the theory of quantum computing in the 1980s for which he was made a Royal Society Fellow. Remarkably, this achievement isn't the most interesting thing about him. Or, at least, it isn't the reason why he inspires so many. Deutsch's achievements in physics invariably end up as footnotes or preambles in interviews to get to his other ideas. Namely, those about knowledge.

Reading BoI can feel like you're in the presence of an alien mind[2]. It completely avoids relying on conventional wisdom, both scientific and philosophical. In fact, it starts by redefining knowledge: How it’s created, its significance in the universe, and how it enables the unbounded potential of human progress. The later chapters are a tilt-a-whirl journey covering the impacts of knowledge on an eclectic range of topics from voting systems to flowers.

The book is filled with bold ideas, having one of the highest insight-per-page ratios I’ve encountered. It constantly makes provocative assertions: meta-claims that permeate all fields. And, as someone whose worldview very much does contain the rationalist canon, it leaves one in a mess, with many problems to be solved.

Problems are soluble

Fortunately, according to Deutsch, problems are soluble.

An initial problem in discussing Deutsch is the large inferential distance from his ideas to most people's background knowledge. This can be easy to miss as Deutsch uses simple prosaic words to describe deep ideas. This makes the book accessible, but it risks the reader gliding past the significance of some of the claims.

Take this sentence:


“All evils are caused by insufficient knowledge.”



It’s a grand claim. It may even strike you as absurd: What do you mean all evil? Are you saying Hitler, Stalin, and Mao are caused by insufficient knowledge? What about poverty and violence? Or young children dying from cancer? Or a con-artist seducing an innocent older widowed woman to steal her entire retirement savings?

Would avoiding WW2 have been as simple as having Führer-life-improving technologies such as perfectly crunchy vegetables, retractable dog leashes, and artificial light to make the evening sun shine extra brightly on the day that young Adolf was leaving Art school auditions?

Perhaps.

But the examples surely can’t all be the result of a lack of knowledge. I suppose the widow could've avoided her fate if she was less naive. But what about evil people? Isn't the very problem with the evil genius trope the fact that he has too much knowledge. Imagine if ISIS acquired the knowledge to create nuclear weapons.

Or take a seemingly unconnected sentence:


“Problems are soluble.”



A simple claim on the face of it. But the implications of it being true are momentous: All problems. No matter how hard. How interconnected. How ambiguous. How evil. They're soluble, in principle. The final caveat is important: There is no guarantee that we will solve our problems but it is possible that we can. And, according to Deutsch, it all depends on creating requisite knowledge.

So knowledge will solve all our problems and cure evil? Well, not necessarily. Ok, then: problems may be solved if we know how. That seems like a tautology: If we know how to solve the problem, we know how to solve the problem. Sure. The key point from Deutsch though concerns barriers. Specifically, the lack of them: Deutsch provocatively claims that there are no barriers to knowledge.

He makes a caveat around the laws of physics. He doesn’t claim that we can go faster than the speed of light. But any physical transformation “that is not forbidden by laws of nature is achievable, given the right knowledge”. Deutsch’s “momentous dichotomy”.

Spaceship earth

To appreciate the implications of the claim that problems are soluble, Deutsch provides a thought experiment where we travel far into space to a bleak nowhere where there is nothing but hydrogen atoms. Given we had the right knowledge, we can make it home. Forget Mars: In the future we can terraform seemingly empty space. We can develop nano machines to make bigger machines that can transform hydrogen into more traditional resources. Quite literally, the universe is the limit.

This thought experiment shows that it’s a parochial misconception to think earth is uniquely well suited for our survival. Deutsch calls this misconception Spaceship Earth. He points out that Oxfordshire, where he lives, isn’t well-suited for survival if it wasn’t for knowledge. Without clothes, shelter, trade, and medicine, he wouldn’t survive long. But, due to knowledge, Oxfordshire is more suitable than the Great Rift Valley, the likely place where we evolved.

Reliance on knowledge rather than the environment captures the human condition: We, unlike other animals, can subdue our environment. As Jacob Bronwoski said: “[man] is not a figure in the landscape – he is a shaper of the landscape.” Deserts can be irrigated. Jungles air-conditioned. Oceans crossed.

Deutsch likes Rick and Morty for portraying this theme. He doesn’t claim it’s the funniest shit of all time, but Pickle Rick epitomizes the human condition: “With only his mind, and minimal access to the world, he subdues it.”

This is why Deutsch calls himself an optimist. It’s not his cheery domineer, although he has that too. And it’s not a prediction that the best outcome is always most likely. Problems are always around the corner. Deutsch’s optimism is that problems can be solved.

Not only can all problems be solved, but all people can solve problems. People have universality. As Deutsch says: “there can be only one type of person: universal explainers”. Universal explainers can create explanatory knowledge.

This falls out of the Church-Turing Thesis where anything is computable if it can be performed by a Turing machine. Everything that a physical object can do, can be emulated by a computer program. The only limits are memory and processing speed (which can always be added on). Reality can be computed and therefore explained.

Barriers to understanding

Even if you’re on board with space faring civilizations creating nanotechnology to transmute hydrogen into hyenas, you may object that there is a different type of barrier. Namely, in our intuitive understanding. This is a common view among scientists: some concepts may be out of reach of our intelligence, like the theory of relativity is for chimpanzees. We evolved to avoid lions on the savannah. Not to understand the very small (quantum physics confuses us) or the very large (we underestimate the size of evolutionary or cosmological history).

Quantum physics and the age of the universe are of course things we know. But that doesn’t seem to be what’s in contention. It’s whether it feels intuitive to us.

Deutsch points out that this is not the standard of having knowledge. If so, most of our knowledge would fail. Spacetime doesn't feel curved to us. The earth doesn't feel round. But we know they are. Further, our intuitions mislead us, as anyone who has been to a magician can purport. And as Wittgenstein said in response to the claim that it looks like the sun orbits the earth: "What would it have looked like if it had looked as if the earth turned on its axis".

But what about the claims that some things are inherently unknowable? Such as Colin McGuin’s awkwardly named mysterianism around the intractability of the hard problem of consciousness.

Deutsch argues that invoking unknowable knowledge is equivalent to appealing to the supernatural. Both are non-explanations. Such knowledge would resemble Zeus as they would both control us but remain unknowable.

Not only that, the argument that some things are unknowable proves too much. Phenomena outside our sphere of understanding will surely affect things inside it. The theory of relativity being inherently unknowable impacts our understanding of how planets orbit and apples fall. If any knowledge is outside a barrier, then all of it is.

The cosmic significance of knowledge (and people)

If knowledge can solve all problems, it must be quite important. For Deutsch, knowledge, as a building block of the universe, is up there with the laws of physics. In fact, knowledge is arguably the most important thing in the universe. This in turn elevates the importance of humans: as we are the ones who create knowledge.

Another conventional wisdom among scientists is that humans are insignificant in the cosmic scheme of things. The universe is massive and old and wasn’t designed with us in mind. A young Alvy Singer doesn’t see the point in doing his homework when he learns that the universe is expanding[3]. A much older Stephen Hawking calls us “insignificant chemical scum”.

As Deutsch says: “Feeling insignificant because the universe is large has exactly the same logic as feeling inadequate for not being a cow.” Our significance is not due to our size or bovinity, but to our ability to create knowledge. The deserts we can irrigate are not limited to earth but lie in distant galaxies.

Understanding the world depends on understanding what knowledge exists. Earth may be the one planet where asteroids get repelled rather than attracted. An accurate model of the solar system depends on what knowledge is present on earth.

So what is knowledge?

We tend to already have a sense of what knowledge is: It’s the understanding of a subject. To know something is not to simply parrot a password: To know something requires understanding how it's related to other ideas.

Wittgenstein has a lovely quote in Philosophical Investigations:


“A wheel that can be turned, though nothing else moves with it, is not a part of the mechanism”



Having small unconnected pieces of information doesn’t help. Knowledge should be integrated. Which circumstances does this new idea apply? What existing ideas does it challenge? What ideas does it support?

Pierre Bayard goes as far as saying that a relational understanding is often more important than the content of a book itself. (Making it not completely nonsensical for people to have favorite books that they haven’t actually read.)

The educational psychologist Benjamin Bloom offers a useful classification of knowledge types: factual, conceptual, and procedural. Respectively: knowing the details and terminology; knowing the relationships between concepts and theories; and knowing how to do things.

The common sense view of knowledge mostly covers what Deutsch means by the term. Deutsch puts emphasis on explanation: We explain things we see in terms of things we don't see. The tilt of the earth and its orbit around the sun explains the seasons. This is a good explanation as it’s hard to vary, where all the details play a functional role.

Deutsch also offers a tentative formal definition of knowledge: information that causes transformations. We explain phenomena in terms of more general laws which can transcend the original application it was used for. Knowing the theories behind the trajectory of throwing a ball allows us to build satellites.

Unjustified Knowledge: Guesses and Criticism


“For even if by chance he were to utter the final truth, he would himself not know it: For all is but a woven web of guesses” - Xenophanes



Deutsch's idea of knowledge differs from what you'll be taught in Philosophy 101: Namely, knowledge as Justified True Belief: If we believe a claim, it happens to be true, and we have justifiable reasons for coming to our belief, then we have knowledge of that claim.

(Then Edmund Gettier proposed a bunch of counterexamples showing that even these conditions weren't enough. Like believing there’s a chicken on the roof because you saw a white plastic bag flapping in the wind. But the plastic bag’s flapping was awfully similar to the flapping of a chicken and any reasonable person with adequate chicken recognizing credentials would have made the same mistake. But, unbeknown to you, there actually was a chicken on the roof the entire time. It was just hiding behind the chimney.)

Gettier problems are clever (or silly) on their own terms, but the criticism they bring is that JTB isn't sufficient for knowledge. Under Deutsch's conception, these conditions aren't necessary. Quite the contrary: knowledge isn't justified, knowledge isn't true (in the sense of being free from error), and it's not even a belief! Three for three.

Reminiscent of Deutsch's response when being interviewed by the podcaster Sam Harris: "You've made three different arguments. All of which are wrong."

(That's another thing you'll notice about Deutsch: His confidence to criticize ideas that are well-subscribed to but mistaken. Entire fields even. One chapter laments how physics went awry in the early 20th century. Another on philosophy. It's the sort of untroubled confidence that perhaps only an acclaimed quantum physicist gets away with[4].)

Most importantly for Deutsch, knowledge isn’t justified. This is for quite a simple reason: Nothing can be ultimately justified. It's turtles all the way down. Any attempt to provide a justified foundation for knowledge results in an infinite regress. You are always left with the question: What justifies the justification?

According to Deutsch, we need to change the question. Instead, we should ask: How can this idea solve my problem[5]? Or: How can we find a better theory?

(Deutsch does this “let’s-just-change-the-question” move a few times. I'm not entirely sure it's legitimate. You’re still left with this nagging voice inside you asking: “How do we really know?” You don’t. So stop asking.)

Deutsch argues that ultimate justification is a chimera. And seeking it “may well have wasted more philosophers’ time and effort than any other idea.” Knowledge, according to Deutsch, is literally guesswork. Einstein’s theory of relativity was a bold guess. As was Darwin’s theory of evolution. We make guesses then submit them to criticism. This criticism can take the form of arguments or empirical tests.

The corollary is that we can never be sure that we have arrived at the truth. Deutsch is a proponent of fallibilism: the claim that all people are subject to error. Although objective truth exists, we can never be certain we have found it[6].

Deutsch’s fallibilism permeates his morality. He is non-authoritarian as it is irrational to discount other people's theories and criticisms. This is because (1) knowledge grows by correcting errors, and (2) there’s no basis to privilege his ideas over anyone else's.

(His anti-authoritarianism gets fairly serious fairly quickly. He thinks democratic voting systems should enable the peaceful removal of leaders. He doesn't teach at his university as it implies an authoritarian relationship between teacher and student. He thinks most parenting norms, where the parent assumes power over the child, are immoral. He even refuses to give advice.)

And Deutsch doesn't believe in belief either[7].

Footnotes to Popper

The book is largely a repackaging of the views of Karl Popper. In fact, Deutsch's worldview is Popperian. Although there are fingerprints from other thinkers sprinkled throughout, Deutsch happily describes his work as footnotes to Popper[8].

But you aren't required to have read Popper to start BoI. In fact, Deutsch is the best place to learn Popperian philosophy. He's a better writer and has improved on it in places by emphasizing explanations and taking Popper’s views to their natural extensions. If nothing else, BoI is a clear introduction to Popper's ideas.

We’ve all heard of Popper. We know that theories can’t be verified. A single black swan found in Australia reminds us of this.

However, the cultural osmosis of Popper is a little misleading. He’s generally thought of as a falsificationist: This translates to, at worst, the mistaken view that he thought only falsifiable statements are meaningful. And at best, the most interesting thing about him is his demarcation between science (what is falsifiable) from non-science.

But far from being the most interesting, demarcation was a relatively small part of Popper's philosophy. It’s a useful way to classify knowledge, taxonomically. But the core ideas in Popper, which everything else is downstream from, are fallibilism and knowledge creation via guesses and criticism. Which of course form the basis of BoI’s claims of the cosmic significance of humans; the parochialism of earth’s suitability for survival; the immorality of authority; and the unbounded potential of progress.

And it’s of course the basis of the many contradictions that a young rationalist finds themself in.

Contradictions with rationalism


Do I contradict myself? Very well, then, I contradict myself; I am large. I contain multitudes. - Walt Whitman



The obvious problem with universal acid is it corrodes your other frameworks and leaves you in a mess. Especially as a young rationalist. Robin Hanson argues that rational people shouldn't knowingly disagree: At least one of you must be wrong. Honest truth-seeking partners should identify areas to persuade or be persuaded.

It's fair to assume that this should hold internally for your own views. Inconsistent ideas should be ironed out. Fortunately, reconciling inconsistent ideas is simply another problem to be solved. Just like unifying quantum mechanics with general relativity. In the meantime, perhaps paradoxically, they continue to inform our understanding of the universe.

The rest of the essay will evaluate where Deutsch might disagree with rationalists. It doesn’t resolve all the inconsistencies but hopes to at least point out some fruitful areas where more work is needed.

If I was to have a go at listing some of the main facets of rationalism, my nominees would be: Bayesianism, forecasting, evolutionary psychology, behavioral genetics, cognitive biases, AI risk, and game theory[9]. With the exception of game theory, the Deutschian worldview pierces through them all.

Different rats

Deutsch's (and Popper's) philosophy is called Critical Rationalism. Confusingly, this is unrelated to Less Wrong styled Rationalism - the idea that rationality can be analyzed and improved on via the use of statistics, game theory, and identifying biases.

Even more confusingly, the rationalism label (in the LW sense) is misleading for those familiar with the history of Western philosophy. LW-styled-Rationalism arguably follows the tradition of empiricism, especially with its focus on Bayesianism following the tradition of induction. But empiricism gets contrasted with rationalism! Historic rationalism that is. Think Locke and Hume (empiricism) emphasizing sense experience as the source of our knowledge vs Descartes and Spinoza (rationalism) emphasizing internal reflective experience.

I won’t even start with post-rationalism. You can wait a few months for someone on twitter to ask what it is.
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So rationalism (LW-styled) is kind of empiricism... which is opposed to (historic) rationalism... and post-rationalism kind of comes from rationalism (LW-styled) but maybe it just shares similar audiences… and Critical Rationalism is the philosophy developed by Karl Popper which states that we are fallible and that knowledge is created by making guesses and criticizing those guesses… (but many think it’s simply falsification)… and it seems to have some small inconsistencies with rationalism (LW-styled) like some of the terms having different meanings and totally dissolving its worldview.

Before getting to specific topics, one difference is that Deutsch seem more like a hedgehog and rationalists tend to be foxes. Deutsch’s big idea being of course his view of knowledge in which everything else stems from.

Hedgehog is a bit of a pejorative term for rationalists. Foxes make better forecasts. Hedgehogs try to twist everything to fit into their worldview. Maybe Deutsch is guilty of this. On the other hand, if you have sound arguments after reasoning from first principles, isn’t everything being consistent a good thing? Computation is universal. Knowledge is conjectural. Humans are fallible.

A semi-related point is that the community around Deutsch’s ideas come across as cultish. I don’t know the forces behind this. And I’d direct the accusation more at his fans than Deutsch himself. Ironically some fans seem to treat Deutsch as infallible. A milder accusation is that the ratio of how much the community knows about their thinkers (Deutsch and Popper) relative to other thinkers seems higher than other communities.

Evolutionary psychology & behavioral genetics

We can look at evolutionary psychology and behavioral genetics together. Behavioral genetics looks at differences between individual’s outcomes. Whereas evolutionary psychology focuses on what is shared across humans. But both fields attempt to attribute much human behavior to an inborn human nature.

To be clear, evolutionary psychology was a view-quake for me. Specifically, the ideas in Robert Trivers’ series of papers from the 70s (popularized by Dawkins in The Selfish Gene and a flood of popular books in the 90s). They provided a scientific basis for understanding the main types of human relationships: between the sexes; between parents and children and siblings; between friends; and with yourself. Triver’s ideas, like evolutionary theory itself, fall into the category of ideas that are simple to understand once stated, but weren’t discovered for centuries.

Then there’s behavioral genetics. Robert Plomin, a doyen in the field, provides an accessible overview of the literature in Blueprint (2018). The main findings, via twin and adoptions studies, are: all behavioral characteristics are heritable; parenting doesn’t matter for long term outcomes; and environmental effects are idiosyncratic.

But the problem with explaining human behavior in terms of genes, as a Deutschian, is it quickly runs counter to human universality. There are no barriers to knowledge creation, so genetic influence cannot be immutable[10].

Many denials of human nature are due to commitments to ideology or political correctness. This is the topic of Steven Pinker’s The Blank Slate (2002). If people differ, in part, due to their genes, then hopes of an egalitarian society are weakened. The most taboo being any discussion about group differences.

Deutsch, however, does not seem motivated by political correctness. Elsewhere in BoI, he’s willing to defend politically sensitive views such as open societies in the West being better than closed societies or primitive societies[11].

Deutsch doesn’t totally reject genetics either. As we’ve covered, knowledge can be instantiated in genes. We are not blank slates. It actually neatly solves the problem of where human knowledge originally comes from. New ideas build on earlier ideas. Which were built on even earlier ideas. Going back to inborn ideas. His main criticism is that these influences are not immutable.

To be fair to evolutionary psychologists and behavioral geneticists, many don’t claim immutability. As Richard Plomin outlines: “genetics explain what is not what can be.”

So where’s the disagreement? I think it lies in (1) to what extent current outcomes are due to genetic influence, and (2) how easy this influence is to overcome.

Deutsch seems to think that attributing current human behavior to genes is wrongheaded. That it’s easy to override our inborn instincts and perhaps even to over_write_ them given the right knowledge. In fact, any genetic component is itself dependent on culture. He doesn’t explicitly say this in BoI, but he hints at it in interviews and it’s a corollary of his views on knowledge[12]: There are no barriers.

It’s hard to square this with the behavioral genetic literature where identical twins turn out so similarly (even when they’re reared apart) and adopted children turn out so differently to their adoptive parents. The most parsimonious explanation seems to be genetic influence on personality and IQ[13]. If not immutable, it seems to be very sticky. But any stickiness must not violate human universality. An important problem to be solved indeed.

Bayesianism

Bayes pops up a fair bit in the rationalist canon.
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If Deutsch’s worldview conflicts with it, we want to understand why. Don’t worry. It’s not like Deutsch attempts to disprove Bayes rule. That would be a bigger catastrophe than the most pessimistic AI foom scenario.

There’s no issue with Bayes in a statistical setting: When we have a dataset and make conditional statements around it, Bayes is fine. Even better: it can point out unintuitive results so we can diagnose breast cancer more accurately than every doctor in the world.

The main gripe is when Bayes is used as an epistemology. There seems to be three main issues for Deutsch: (1) the source of our theories, (2) the irrelevance and arbitrariness of priors, and (3) the invalidity of evidence increasing the likelihood of theories.

Firstly, Bayes alone cannot create new knowledge. Where in the rationalist worldview do new ideas come from? It seems like it’s only ever evaluating beliefs in ideas that we get elsewhere. If they simply come from data, then this is induction.

(Deutsch spends a lot of time in BoI criticizing induction. He points out that it often refers to two things: (1) knowledge being sourced from data/experience, and (2) further evidence supporting a theory by increasing its likelihood. Both of which, he argues, are false.)

Secondly, Deutsch emphasizes explanations: Priors and updates are irrelevant if we lack explanations. They’re also often arbitrary. When they’re not (like if they’re based on historical rates) they, again, start to sound like induction.The future does not necessarily resemble the past. As Deutsch points out, we know the sun will rise, not because of repeated previous instances, but because we have a good explanation.

(Priors also lead to an infinite regress. How confident are you in your 90% prior?)

Finally, confirming evidence doesn’t increase the likelihood of a theory being true, as shown by examples of black swans in the antipodes and the anthropomorphic chicken that gets eaten for Christmas dinner[14]. Newton’s gravitational theory had as much confirming evidence as anything. It got displaced too.

Is it not simply induction to base our priors on the likelihood of war between North and South Korea on historic rates? And what are the correct rates to use as our outside view anyway? Wars in Korea? Wars between countries where at least one is developed? Or those with nuclear weapons?

And what about when there is no dataset? What would it have looked like if we were assigning values when traversing the hornet’s nest of the minimum wage literature.

We may have a strong prior that minimum wage hikes increase unemployment. Due to our understanding of supply and demand. We assign our confidence level at 90%.

Then we read a bunch of empirical papers that show small or no impacts. Surprising. But like good Bayesians we lower our priors. Say 40%.

But then we read some papers that do show an impact. 65%.

And then we read Caplan who argues that we should discount the papers that showed small impacts (which we are 83% sure is not for ideological reasons). Back up to 90%.

The main point I’m trying to demonstrate is that these values are arbitrary and they’re not describing reality. They are metaphors for subjective belief. Bayesians may say: “Yes! They are estimates in our credence of a theory. We are well aware that the map is not the territory.” But the growth of knowledge, for Deutsch, “does not consist of finding ways to justify one’s beliefs. It consists of finding good explanations.”

In truth, I don’t exactly know how this cashes out in every specific instance. When is Bayes theorem a valid use of statistics and when is an invalid use of epistemology for Deutsch? The Bayesian patient at the doctor’s office has a (rational?) belief that she has an 8% chance of breast cancer.

I’m not exactly sure how Deutsch would respond. Maybe it’d be rational to make bets on that information but we shouldn’t call it knowledge. I don’t know if Deutsch is a betting man. But whether we know a woman actually has breast cancer depends on the explanation. This knowledge is fallible, but, for Deutsch, there is no concept of numerical uncertainty.

Forecasting

Deutsch makes strong claims against predictions in BoI:


“The future of civilization is unknowable, because the knowledge that is going to affect it has yet to be created.”



He also claims that predictions without good explanations amount to “prophecy”.

(Some of his concerns around predictions seem to resemble Taleb’s around the misuse of probability. Namely, it’s a fallacy to assume gamelike probabilities in the real world (e.g. 47.4% chance of hitting red on roulette). The real world has unknown unknowns. However, Deutsch won’t yell at you.)

We don’t know tomorrow’s scientific discoveries. If we did, it would be today’s. Malthus’s math wasn’t wrong. His assumptions about the future were: He didn’t predict Norman Borlaug.

If early 20th century proto-rationalists were sitting around betting on world affairs, and Borlaug strolled in, a stem of wheat protruding out the side of his mouth, and pushed the chips off the table, they may look up, exasperated: Deutsch who was quietly sitting in the corner would calmly explain to them: “prophecy”.

If your model of the 20th century didn’t include the discovery of nuclear fission, your predictions around war, energy, and the environment will suffer. But how could it have been included? Nuclear fission hadn’t been invented.

But Deutsch makes predictions in BoI, for example, on aging[15]:


Illness and old age are going to be cured soon — certainly within the next few lifetimes — and technology will also be able to prevent deaths through homicide or accidents by creating backups of the states of brains, which could be uploaded into new, blank brains in identical bodies if a person should die.



Not against predictions so much after all. “Within the next few lifetimes” may be non-vague enough that even Tetlock would be happy with it.

And in Deutsch’s recent discussion with Robin Hanson around the validity of forecasting stock prices among other things, Deutsch not only didn’t object but described it as “morally required”.

​​It’s hard to square these with his strong claims in BoI.

His main criticism is that probabilistic predictions are dangerous when the thing being predicted depends on the future growth of knowledge. Appealing to a historic base rate, in and of itself, is illegitimate. We need an explanation for why the historic base rate applies, despite any unpredicted future discoveries.

However, Deutsch seems to remind us of this point most loudly when we’ve made a pessimistic prediction.

I have a feeling he’d wince at Toby Ord’s 20% estimate of existential catastrophe. Or if someone invoked the average age of previous civilizations (which, depending on how you count, are 400 years and 300 since the Roman Empire). It’s illegitimate to extrapolate to our civilization as we have an explanation of how it differs. Namely, the way we create knowledge via good explanations and institutions that enable error correction. Poverty, war, climate change, nuclear destruction, and asteroid impacts scenarios are all problems that can be solved.

And even if we didn’t have an explicit theory for how our civilization is different, it would still be illegitimate to extrapolate. Any estimates of future survival depend on future knowledge that can’t be predicted today. A doomsdayer would need an explanation for why the world will collapse despite potential future discoveries.

AI Risk

Deutsch isn’t concerned about paper clips.

Not because he thinks AGI is impossible. To the contrary. It follows from the universality of computation: Anything that a physical object can do can be emulated by a program.

However, he doesn’t think we will break through with current approaches. Rather, we need a breakthrough in philosophy: “a theory that explains how brains create explanations”.

This is not to say that we can’t break through soon: All it’d take is a bold new idea. And the arguments around preventing AI existential risk don’t depend on a singularity happening in the next ten years. Regardless of when it happens, it is a vital problem to be solved.

Deutsch also thinks it would be immoral to constrain an AGI. Just as slavery is immoral. For Deutsch, an AGI is a person. In fact, that’s his definition of what a person is: a creator of new explanatory knowledge. An AGI would be qualitatively different to all existing AIs. Therefore, we won’t make the breakthrough simply from more brute force.

Deutsch isn’t concerned because he thinks the alignment problem is misconceived. Namely, an AGI would be a person. So there are no barriers for it to create new knowledge. An AGI wouldn’t be constrained to solely seek a single goal the same way humans aren’t immutably constrained by their genes.

In fact, there’s an irony where our attempts to constrain the AGI may cause the very risk we are trying to prevent. Those enslaved tend to revolt. Quite right too, according to Deutsch.

Another reason he’s not concerned is that moral progress tends to come along with technological progress. This is not because the is-ought distinction isn’t real. But because progress in both depends on the same thing: namely the ability to create new knowledge via bold guesses and an open environment to give and receive criticism. It’s not a coincidence that our society is more moral than it was 500 years ago as well as being more technologically advanced.

I’m unsure if any of this is strawmanning those in the AI-is-the-biggest-existential-risk-ever camp. And it did feel like BoI, which is now over ten years old, tended to underrate the advances that AI development would make over the last decade. Although the reverse has been true too: Turing expected that by the year 2000, we’d describe machines as “thinking”. Arthur C. Clarke set his dystopia in 2001.

Animal welfare

The way we treat animals, especially on factory farms, gets suggested as a contender for things we will look back on and lament our immorality. This concern is supported by Peter Singer’s argument that suffering is the appropriate criterion to assign moral weighting and that animals suffer as well as humans.

However, pain ≠ suffering. In BoI, Deutsch points out that scientific studies that claim to measure animal suffering, such as stags being hunted, invariably measure things like nerve endings, blood levels, and pain receptors which are then assumed to have the associated qualia (suffering) that it purports to measure.

We can suffer without experiencing physical pain. And we can be in pain without suffering. In fact, people choose to endure pain when running or lifting weights and even grow to enjoy it. Arnie described it as heaven (in so many words). And BDSM can be enjoyable too, I heard from a friend.

As like most other things, it depends on knowledge. Whether our pain causes us to suffer depends on our explanation for the pain. However, animals do not create explanatory knowledge.

The psychologist Paul Bloom describes that our theories around an experience affect the pleasure we receive. Imagine someone informing you part way through eating Sunday roast dinner (ignore the fact we are eating animals for the minute) that the food you are eating is the family dog. The same physical sensations would suddenly become disgusting. Incidentally, I heard from a Muslim guy who described his attitude towards eating pork as how we in the west would react to eating dog meat[16].

However, I’m not sure if this obviates Singer’s argument for animal welfare. Singer may have been too quick to claim animals self-evidently suffer, but the new criterion may just be if an animal can create universal explanatory knowledge.

We walk into Singer’s other argument that we can’t cleanly demarcate humans from other animals based on a criterion (in Deutsch’s case the ability to create explanatory knowledge) without either (1) excluding some humans (such as infants or severely cognitively impaired) or (2) including some animals (such as primates).

Deutsch points to infants as knowledge creators because they learn language, but we might need to bite the bullet with the severely cognitively impaired or risk being “speciesist”.

Deutsch’s main point is that we do not currently know if animals suffer:


“In reality, science has, and will have, no access to this issue until explanatory knowledge about qualia has been discovered.”



Perhaps it pays to be prudent in the meantime?

Problems to be solved

I have tentative conjectures to reconcile some of these problems (and in some cases, it’s hard to pinpoint where the substantive disagreement even is). However, I’m concerned that I already have enough Deutschians on one side yelling at me for misrepresenting how knowledge works and Rationalists on the other side lamenting at yet another person strawmanning AI risk and bastardizing Bayesianism and genetics.

(It would be great if a representative of rationalism like Yudkowsky or Galef discussed these differences with Deutsch to better steelman rationalism.)

However, I am confident that BoI is both totally inspiring and at odds with many ideas in rationalism. All because of Deutsch’s understanding of knowledge: Genetic predispositions can be easily overcome; breakthroughs in AGI won’t happen until we understand creativity; predictions without explanations are prophecies; and knowledge doesn’t become more likely with more evidence.

Fortunately, if there really are no barriers to understanding the cosmos, we can approach these problems with excitement and wonder. After all, that is what the human condition is all about.

Appendix:

High-level tentative guesses of the differences between most people, rationalists, and Deutsch.










































		Most people	Rationalists	Deutsch
	Genetic influence	Mostly blank slates. But some things are genetically determined like sexuality.Parenting heavily impacts the outcomes of children.	Behavioral genetic literature shows that outcomes are influenced by genes and random environmental effects.Much behavior is explained by our evolved predispositions.	Genetic influence is not immutable. This is due to human universality.It will be easy to override and overwrite inborn predispositions with the right knowledge.Invoking genes to describe current human behavior is a bad explanation
	Bayesianism	Can ignore base rates and estimate the likelihood of breast cancer about as well as a doctor.	Beliefs start as priors (based on relevant base rates). Update these via +ve or -ve evidence.Act and bet based on these beliefs.	Knowledge does not come from data. It is theory laden. We make guesses and submit them to criticism to correct errors.Confirming evidence does not increase the likelihood of a theory.Knowledge is not based on belief.
	Forecasting	How did Trump win when there was a 90% chance of him losing?	Make predictions that are precise and measurable. Calibrate these predictions.Betting markets improve future predictions.	Future of civilization is unknowable.Predictions that depend on future knowledge are prophecies.Blindly invoking historic occurrences is a bad explanation.
	Animal Welfare	Chick-fil-a is a gift from heaven.Killing whales and mistreating dogs is evil.	Animal suffering is a serious problem. It’s speciesist to privilege humans over animals.Eating meat while “offsetting” with donations is defensible	Current science doesn't demonstrate that animals suffer. Pain ≠ suffering.Suffering likely depends on the ability to create explanatory knowledge. Animals lack this ability.
	AI Risk	Terminator scenarios are science fiction, right?. And why would they want to harm us anyway?	AGI is plausibly the biggest x-risk along with nuclear destruction.The alignment problem is key. We need to obviate the risk rather than react to it.Timeline doesn’t ultimately matter re importance of preventing risk, but plausible AGI will be developed in 10-20 years.	The current approach won’t achieve AGI breakthrough.AGI are people. It’s immoral to try to constrain them.A true AGI won’t be constrained by a goal because they will be a universal explainer.Once AGI is developed it will be trivial to improve our hardware to catch up. Software is universal.





Notes


[1]

One of my favorite Deutsch stories is when a Japanese film crew ran an interview at his house. They asked to tidy up as it was apparently messy. Deutsch only allowed it if they agreed to put everything back as it was afterwards.



[2]

I had a similar uneasy "I'm-in-the-presence-of-aliens" feeling when first reading the philosopher Derek Parfit (whose ideas are unrelated to Deutsch's).



[3]

Deutsch incidentally agrees that there’s no point in doing homework if you don’t want to. Not because he thinks human affairs are meaningless. Rather, he’s anti-coercion. A stance he lands on due to, you guessed it, his views on knowledge.



[4]

It’s worth noting that Deutsch's views both on quantum physics and knowledge are minority views within their respective fields.



[5]

There may be similarities with Philosophical Pragmatism, but I haven’t read any William James, let alone Rorty or Dewey, to make a comment on that one.



[6]

Deutsch is a realist. He provides a crisp argument against Solipsism: That it’s not parsimonious as it has to posit the additional claim that everything looks like it independently exists without any explanation as to why. It’s analogous to geocentric models: convoluted in a way so that the planet’s orbits look like a heliocentric model would.



[7]

Knowledge can exist without belief. It’s instantiated in books, computer programs, and genes. Further, knowledge may be inexplicit or unconscious. We effortlessly use grammar and laugh appropriately in social situations. Though I’m a little unclear if Deutsch thinks knowledge is never belief. Darwin surely believed in natural selection, right?



[8]

Other thinkers including Hugh Everrett, Richard Dawkins, Jacob Bronowski, Alan Turing, and William Godwin.



[9]

Behavioral genetics may not be a core tenet of rationalism, but many rats subscribe to the idea that genes significantly influence intelligence.



[10]

Cognitive biases have the same issue, viz: barriers. Deutsch prefers to call them errors. However, aren’t biases simply systematic errors?



[11]

His arguments against genetic influence also apply to homosexuality and transgenderism which is the one area where the politically correct version is it’s all nature.



[12]

Some interviews where Deutsch touches on genetic influence: here, here, and here.



[13]

Deutsch criticizes IQ as a measure for intelligence too. Firstly, IQ tests are a function of motivation. Secondly, it violates human universality. We can’t differ in the type of intelligence that makes humans unique: the ability to create explanatory knowledge. (Although our hardware can differ genetically, which amounts to speed and memory. But we don’t think of the village idiot simply needing more time to make Einstein’s discovery.)



[14]

In fact, whether evidence is confirming or disconfirming depends on your explanation of it anyway. Since evidence never “confirms”, we should instead call evidence consistent with theories.



[15]

The possibility of aging being cured is an area where rationalists would surely agree with Deutsch (via the arguments of Aubrey de Grey).



[16]

He had an exception for the smell of crispy bacon. That seemed to transcend the influence of his particular cultural memes.






The Book of All Hours series - “Vellum” and “Ink” - by Hal Duncan

Note: This review is of both “Vellum” and “Ink”, books one and two of the Book of All Hours respectively. However, I only had time to reread Vellum in preparation for the review, so the focus will be on Vellum. The title of the duology is “The Book of All Hours” and I feel that, spiritually, Vellum & Ink are a single novel, and were probably intended as such but split for commercial reasons. Thus I sometimes call it a book in the singular.

Spoiler warning: This review contains spoilers. I would be very surprised if, given the nature of the book, spoilers spoiled anyone’s fun. At the very least I am confident that these particular spoilers won’t.

Just read the Damn Book of All Hours

“The annuna, the judges of the underworld, surrounded her- They passed judgment against her.

Then Ereshkigal fastened on Inanna the eye of death**-** She spoke against her the word of wrath

She uttered against her the cry of guilt- She struck her.

Inanna was turned into a corpse- A piece of rotting meat

And was hung from a hook on the wall.”

-The Descent of Inanna

There are some house words at the top of Scott’s blog that say “in a mad world, all blogging is psychiatry blogging”. True, and in a narcissistic world, all reviewing is, at its heart, self-review. So we come to Vellum & Ink by Hal Duncan (2005, 2007) and my body and blood. We come to what it says about me that I consider this obscure fantasy duology the greatest fiction I have ever read, bar nothing. Perhaps such an idiosyncratic judgment is more of a haruspex of my innards than the book, but still, let me show it to you. I’ll be direct, I love it, I think it’s glorious and I’m going to try to convince you to read it. I’m probably going to get overexcited, definitely cringe. I apologize- I can only plead honesty. I hope I succeed in getting you to pick it because you guys would love it- mythology, erudition, word games, psychology- it’s like an inventory of all that this Substack enjoys.

How to give a flavor of it?

“A story saying that all but one solitary page were blank, and on that page, there was only a single simple sentence, an equation which captured the very essence of existence. This, he said, was why all those who’d ever looked upon the book had gone insane, unable to comprehend, unable to accept, the meaning of life laid out in a few words of mathematical purity. After what happened to Thomas, I remember thinking that I knew what that sentence was. Two words. People die.”

But whatever is written in the book “it is not in heaven”. There’s always hope. No judgment is so ineluctable that it cannot be run from, reinterpreted, resisted, revised, rejoined, reimagined, wrestled against or, worst-case scenario maliciously complied with. Thus, at least as long as there are still people, people have a chance. This is a story of hope militant and armed. The story of the clash between these powers- the certainty of death, the fire of hope- on the battlefield of eternity.

I- When I found the doors of perception out through the gates of heaven and hell

A quarter way through this, the journey of our mortal life, I received book vouchers valued at 25 dollars for a science fiction and fantasy bookstore from a friend. It was on the occasion of a birthday, I think my 21st. So I went into the central business district, planning to browse and then impulse buy. I can’t recall exactly, but knowing me I was probably looking for something science fiction or fantasy- with pretensions of being a wee bit literary- think The Use of Weapons or The Raven Tower.

I found Vellum, Book one of the Book of All Hours.
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On the back, in the sonorous language of blurbs:

The Book of All Hours: I

In the Vellum, – the vast realm of eternity on which our world is just a scratch – the unkin are gathering for war.

In the Vellum, – a falling angel and a renegade devil are about to come to blows.

In the Vellum, – blood magic made in hell is about come face to face with nanotechnology forged in heaven. Past, present and future will collide with other worlds and ancient myths.

And the Vellum will burn

An extraordinary, incendiary masterpiece from a rare new talent, this is multi-stranded, multi-charactered imaginative fiction that blows traditional literary concepts apart

The blurb is a bit cringe but what blurb isn’t cringe? All blurbs sound like they’re meant to be read by that guy who does all the movie trailer voiceovers. I started flicking through it and decided to buy it. I think I recall that I was so confident in my choice that I bought the second volume at the same time.

I got home and I started reading it. I became confused. Surprisingly, it did blow traditional literary concepts apart, at least for a certain value of traditional. It reads as if James Joyce got into Kabbalah or like Scott had written Unsong while high on LSD. I became very lost. So I went and grabbed a notepad and started from the beginning, drawing little diagrams and keeping little glossaries as I went. I started to grasp it, indeed, it seared me.

II- The lost days of summer and the lost deus of Sumer

Trying to summarize this book is a bit like trying to capture the essence of a complex three-dimensional object like a human body with a single two-dimensional slice:

[image: Sagittal plane - Wikipedia]

Nonetheless, the simplest way to describe The Book of All Hours is that it tells a story not about characters in the normal sense, but about hyper-characters- archetypes. It does this by weaving a series of stories, with the same archetypes in them, together into sequences corresponding to a narrative of narratives.

The difficulty in reading it is peculiar, probably not quite what you are expecting. You know how Cthulhu is so maddening to look at because he is an N-dimensional being compressed, with loss, into a 3-dimensional space? It’s like that kind of difficulty, much more startling than it is laborious.. Or to look at it another way, It has been said that Kant is difficult to read not because he is vague, but precisely because he is so exact. Something like that is happening here. Given the architectonic character of the book, I was not surprised to learn the author is a former programmer. I can only imagine what the storyboard must have looked like.

The “center of gravity” of the stories is that the heroes- these archetypes moving through the space of all possible worlds-are Unkin. Once-humans who have stepped out of linear time, into a space of narrative time, they became demi-gods. Over the millennia they have been arranging themselves into two sides: The Covenant- an attempt to govern the Unkin, to bring them to heel and cease their pretensions to Godhood- they have championed Abrahamic monotheism. The Sovereigns stand against them- individual self-styled deities and their little fiefdoms. Angels and demons duel with swords of fire and words of thunder in the air. But a third side is coming, a Greek chorus that has chosen to enter the fight, a swarm of dead souls, moved by the richness of the world out from death and eternity, furious at the pretensions of both sides:


““NO MORE VILLAINS, NO MORE VICTIMS, NO MORE HEROES”

[…]



A commendable concept says Moloch bitterly. And who might you be?

And we tell him exactly what we are”

A searing flash of light is seen across the skyline of Damascus…

Every war has its deserters. Our lead characters are deserters from the war in heaven, trying to avoid being pressganged into either side. One of the characters, in various folds of reality, goes by the names Puck, Thomas, Dionysus, Tammuz, Dummuzi, Adonis, Pan, Thomson’s Gazelle (the species) Matthew Shepard (yes, that Matthew Shepard) and many others. He is killed, always by at least two killers, one of whom who admixtures disgust and longing- Jack. At the timeless, omnipresent moment of his death, a cry is heard across beingscape.

The Great God Pan is Dead

As was reputed to have been heard in our world, during the reign of Tiberius.

The characters, and the hyperspace of reality, are rent by grief. The multiverse starts circling the drain. Why does the death of Puck cause so much harm? No one is quite sure, and the characters themselves remark on the strangeness. However, within the dream logic of the book, I think a better question might be why doesn’t the death of anyone destroy the multiverse, for as it is written in the Talmud & Quran: Whoever destroys one life is as if he destroyed a whole world, and whoever preserves a life is as if he preserved the whole world.

Our heroes wage a desperate struggle -military, political, artistic, sexual, religious, social-against all the laws of narrative and reality, a war against the war in heaven, to restore him to existence.

III- The Ivory Tower weighs in

There might be only three academic works on this book. Two I have been able to find: Rewriting Myth and Genre Boundaries: Narrative Modalities in The Book of All Hours by Hal Duncan by Popov (2020) and the earlier piece Dead gods and rebel angels: Religion and power in Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials and Hal Duncan's The Book of All Hours Macaskill (2009). I also found references to another work Euripides Bound: Hal Duncan's use of Greek Tragedy (2009) but couldn’t find a copy. The abstract of Popov’s article might give a flavor of the absurd but never quite ridiculous enterprise of the book:

This article explores the relations between fictional time, genre, myth, and narrative modalities in Hal Duncan’s novels Vellum (2005) and Ink (2007) – known collectively as The Book of All Hours.1 [….] The metanarrative mechanisms of the novels are then explained using this apparatus, which demonstrates the usefulness of SF in challenging fundamental assumptions about the grammar of thought. Finally, the same theoretical and methodological approaches are considered as tools for expanding narrative engagement with the world beyond strictly human domains, connecting the overarching argument to works from recent theoretical developments such as Object-Oriented Ontology and agential realism.

A pretty ambitious article for a book everyone has forgotten! I haven’t read the article cover to cover, but he’s right about one thing, it’s impossible to read the book and not think about possible worlds and long afternoons debating whether Twin Earth water is water.

IV- Of power and its false opposition

I once wrote to Hal Duncan and suggested that, what the book is about more than anything, is an attempt to escape both power and its false opposition. Hal Duncan agreed with that. And who amongst us has not looked at the webs we’ve wrapped ourselves in, look at the grandeur and potential of humanity, and not found ourselves saying “Christ, but do you have any more options for me?”. It might seem like only a child’s lament, a refusal to grapple with the Serious and Hard Choices. But consider all the dilemmas- technological, social, ethical, of the past. Think how often the right answer later turned out to be some “none of the above” a third option that hadn’t yet been imagined.

V- Yearning

Let us define yearning in contradistinction to desire. Desire is for something concrete. Yearning is for something you can’t capture in words or pictures. Desire is GPS coordinates, yearning is “Second star on the right and straight till morning”.

Why did this book sear itself onto me? The yearning. For so long I’ve yearned to be an abstraction, rising above a particular life, to become an idea-force operating on history. I’ve dreamed of writing the perfect book that summarizes exactly what I think and then just fading- leaving the book behind. Becoming an archetype, disincarnate agency. This book speaks to that.

However, I’ve also dreamed of becoming concreta, filling up each moment to overflowing. I’ve dreamed of being like Thomas sitting under the apple tree on a late summer afternoon, dappled in light, even while in his past and future both he is pursued and dying. Still, this moment is perfect for Thomas, so all moments are.

-You’ll always be getting captured, she says

-And I’ll always be escaping them

-They’ll kill you over and over again

-And all the time I’ll still be here, he says,, under a tree of golden apples and green leaves

The Book of All Hours speaks to both longings and so many more. I’ve yearned for things that don’t have a name. I’ve yearned for seemingly logically contradictory states of affairs. I have longed to be ordinary and longed to be extraordinary, longed to help the world and longed to escape from it. Haven’t we all? There is nothing special about me in this regard- everyone yearns. But this book gets yearning. Big deal- don’t a lot of books get yearning? Sure, but how many so successfully echo the infinite dimensions of yearning in their form and content?

It is a book that resonates in the hollow places of those who have loved beyond reason and shook their fists at death. In its careful balance, it neglects neither the sweetness of life, nor the longing for transcendence.

And as his cathartic inferno lights a slant of angular face, his obscenities, his profanities, his blasphemies turn into sobs and laughter, invocations of his lost love that break my heart as I sit here in the car, the engine idling, my hands shaking so much I know I cannot write those actual words of rogue desire without dissolving.

I think the book has turned me into a romantic in a lot of ways. For example, I am a utilitarian, in that I want to maximize welfare, but I could never agree with those who think welfare is simply the balance of pleasure minus pain. True welfare is, I think, a kind of wholeness of being and mastery of capacity. Pleasure or desire satisfaction might approximate it, but only approximate it. Intellectually my reason for thinking this is that, if we were pleasure maximizing utilitarians, we would think that a universe stuffed full of people reliving their greatest experience over and over again would be “good”. In terms of a philosophical autobiography though, I think it was probably this book that awakened me to this dimension of life.

So often, we describe all our values, especially, but not only our political values, in a stationary way, in terms of a possible utopia. Maddening! Our values are not places, they are directions. They are yearnings. In our limited minds these yearnings cannot be articulated ahead of time, our experience of trying to get someplace better, in life, in politics, in art, is much more like following a star than it is like following a map. Maybe this is only true because of human limitations but it is true.

VI- Verdant prose for the lost deus

The prose is intricate and luxuriant yet made according to his careful design. Ornamentation and function blend together. Each sentence picks up speed as it goes along, accelerating. Each sentence is a self-contained world, even when short. They are each laden with significance, but, at least in context, rarely pretentious. In parts, it is almost a verse novel. All this is all the more astonishing given it was Hal Duncan’s first.

Let me pick out a selection, almost at random, by opening Vellum up to different pages.

“There is a city, canopy, he says, last of a distant land and near the fountains of the sun, inhabited by a dark race”.

“The Jornada del Muerto, the Journey of the Dead Man, runs from Kern’s Gate, El Paso, north through a dry plain of natron, uranium, salt, sand and dust, up to Santa Fe, up to Los Alamos and Trinity where they shattered atoms, those destroyers of worlds”.

“The birdmen who sing the morning world into existence with their cant”. (Birdmen=angels, cant=language of magic).

““Everything is real” said Jack “Everything is true; nothing is permitted”.”

VII- Grit among the angels and light in Stygia

There’s a sensuality in the book, empiricism that prevents it from becoming a metaphysical treatise. Sometimes, repulsive, sometimes alluring, sometimes both:

“Rotting metal, petrol fumes, boiled blood, sulphur or ammonium. I swear it smelled like all of them and none of them. If that smell is natural than nature is no mother”

But the sensuality isn’t just in the words, it’s in the rhythms, the flow of speech which forces you to process the book audibly, and not just in terms of its semantics. Whole chunks are in rhyme, sometimes completely out of the blue. In the ideal case, this book would be read aloud, cover to cover, but a more select approach of reading the passages - the songs, the poems, the interludes by the Greek chorus- that vibrate in their sound will suffice.

IX- A world built of signification

The layers of apophenia and parallel go very deep, they are structure rather than ornamentation, and cannot be resolved into a single coherent symbol system. For example, which of the main characters represents Jesus? Is it Jack Carter (initials JC)- a redeemer born to overthrow tyrants? Is it Seamus/Prometheus- stretched out on a rock for the sins of humanity? Is it Thomas/Puck? The God who dies for our sins yet eternally lives again? More speculatively, is it the cold-blooded Joey? Joey=Yoey=Yoo-eee=Yod-He-Vav-He made flesh? A more advanced reader than me could probably make a case for any of the book’s seven characters being a stand-in for the messiah. Moreover, because the characters are archetypes rather than singular characters they constantly shift relations- is Anna Thomas’s sister? his Mother? his Lover?

The books reward rereading. At first you uncover the layers and hints left by the author. Every time you read it you will discover new hints, but gradually you will begin to build your own structure, stake out your own claims in the space of possibility.

I would very much not recommend this book to someone in imminent danger of psychosis. As someone who went pretty far down that path when I was a small child, it walks the road- makes a “steelman” of psychosis- all too well:

“You hear voices Jack?”

“Don’t we all? Voices of souls, of ancestors, family and friends, enemies and demons, ghosts inside the head, the ghosts in the machine. You telling me you don’t hear your own little internal narrative when you’re thinking to yourself? You’ve never had an argument with a friend that didn’t carry on in your head afterwards? You’ve never lain in bed and thought to yourself in someone’s voice, to get a different perspective, someone else’s attitude? We all hear voices, doctor. Most people just keep them turned down real low.”

“And these voices tell you to…”

“Listen. It’s like being asleep beside a river, a river of voices, babbling, buried in the rustle of leaves. Narcissus sleeps and dreams us all.”

X- En Passant

I should mention, at least in passing that the book has a rich and understated British humor that only becomes apparent once your eyes have adjusted to the other lights that dazzle you. Some of them are pretty obvious- e.g. Moloch talking about his “Philistine Liberation Organisation” but there are many more, often revealed upon rereading.

Also in passing, it’s a great book to beat people who sneer about genre fiction over the head with. It’s more erudite and urbane than just about all of the “sad-middle-class-people-having-affairs” set.

Now comparisons- what’s it like? It’s a little bit like A) The Wasteland by T.S. Eliot B) Ulysses by James Joyce C) Unsong by Scott Alexander D) Any book from a genre with “punk” at the end- steampunk, sailpunk, solarpunk E) The philosophical works of Soren Kirkegaard. F) Reading The Golden Bough by Frazer while high on LSD.

XI- Sodomy and violence

In understanding the book’s failure to take off, most of the blame must surely lie in its difficulty. However the choice of the author to make the story, in some sense, about a gay romance doubtless didn’t help. Just how many people are there who want to read a gay romance, written in the style of James Joyce, against the backdrop of the space of all possible worlds? Perhaps if it had been written today the thriving slash community would have carried it, I’m not sure.

But in other ways its publication today would be a little more fraught. Jack is sometimes Thomas’s killer, sometimes Thomas’s lover, and sometimes both. A deliberately disturbing choice. It’s a dynamic that would be difficult to explore with a heterosexual couple without provoking outrage. Perhaps it would be difficult to explore with any couple in a post-Metoo era- see the controversy over Lana Del Rey’s “Ultraviolence”. But it does make for an entrancing meditation on the erotics of violence.

These days it’s very unfashionable to suggest that homophobia might reflect latent homosexuality, and it’s very unfashionable to eroticise homophobia. Maybe because of its time, The Book of All Hours does both, and whether it is right on the psychological facts, is a richer and certainly more provocative novel for it.

“I started to remember it all at the funeral. I was thinking about how we first met. It was in this social studies class. We just clicked, like we’d known each other all our lives. At the funeral, I started to remember that we had__. All our lives. We were like children playing in the illusion fields, he continues. Let’s pretend. One day we’d be soldiers in the First World War- Captain ‘Mad’ Jack Carter, Private Thomas Messenger. Another day I’d be a seraphim sent to hunt him down across this weird graey version of Amorica, only to wake up in a town called Endhaven, amongst black-suited refugees from a nanotech apocalypse. We’ve been shepherds in Arcadia and rent-boys on the streets of Sodom, Doc. I’ve crossed deserts wider than the world because he dared me. I’ve led armies to destruction because he was in danger. I remembered it all- Christ, it was like being born again- as I was standing there at his funeral, listening to the Minister spout his bullshit. We’ve lived a million lives and ended up together, whatever fold of the vellum we were in.”

“And in these other… folds, Puck didn’t die?”

“Oh, no, says Jack. He always dies. You should know Reynard. You should remember too.”

XII- Kill your gays?

On the topic of homosexuality, the TV tropes wiki has a useful comment on the books, which I have often found myself contemplating. The “Kill Your Gays” trope is a postulated tendency -and it accords with my observations although I haven’t seen a quantitative study- for gay characters to be particularly likely to die in fiction. In the bad old days, this was because gay characters were villains and needed to get their comeuppance. These days it’s often the opposite. The gay characters are portrayed as dying because they are too good for this sinful world. Nevertheless, they die.

TV Tropes suggests that the Book of All Hours is an attack on that trope. An attack on the idea that it is normal to expect gay characters to die gracefully and early in a nice little tear-jerker. But- how can that be? Isn’t the book an instantiation or even apotheosis of the trope? Isn’t Thomas always the wreathed sacrifice across all the worlds? In a way, but remember, this is a narrative about narratives. Thomas dies everywhere because that’s what happens in existing narratives. But the characters are in rebellion against the archetype, trying to find or create a new manifold of possibility where this isn’t true.

We could even- and I hope this doesn’t paint Hal as too self-indulgent- suggest that the activity of these characters in trying to make a new Eden where Puck can live is a metaphor for the work of the author. The author, or at least Hal, fights against the “tradition of all dead generations weigh[ing] like a nightmare on the brains of the living”. Hal invites us to imagine/demand other moral economies in literature where gay people don’t just elegantly die, thoughtfully providing a tasteful frisson of sad-spice to make the work Literary with a capital L.

XIII- An invitation to sit in the dappled light under the apple tree on this late summer day

It’s sad this book is all but forgotten. Maybe it would have done better today, with the internet and Wikipedia more ubiquitous, allowing the research-as-you-go detective puzzle box approach that this book benefits from. This is a book that really needs to be read by a community. It should be solved together like an alternate reality game on a Reddit forum- except less linear than an ARG, more like a continent to be explored in a series of joint expeditions.

At least until machine learning was invented, writing a book was the closest we could come to making a person artificially. Reading a book is always the interpenetration of two worlds, you and the book. I wish I could give you not just this book to read, but the interaction effect it had on me. But it’s for the best I can’t because you’ll build your own collided world. I hope it will be vast- full of ancient forests and singing deserts- but regardless, it will spin into fractal slices you can’t even imagine now. Or maybe you’ll hate it. No way to know without trying.

Pick it up and come sit with me under the apple tree.






The Book of Blam by Aleksander Tišma

A Daze this Side of Death but that Side of Life

This Side of Death

Until Roy J. Plunkett, a scientist employed by the chemical giant DuPont at their Jackson Laboratory in Deepwater, New Jersey, accidentally discovered one of its close relations, polytetrafluorethylene (PTFE), in 1938, perfluorocarbons (PFCs) and perfluorooctanoic acids (PFOAs), did not exist in the universe at all, let alone virtually every sort of living organism on earth, including, at one time, 98% of the population of the United States. By the process of bioaccumulation, these toxic ‘forever chemicals,’ on account of their ​​innate chemical stability that allows them to subsist at a greater rate over time than other compounds, and even accumulate over time in the human body by binding to proteins in our blood. As our blood flows, PFCs do also. We break down, but PFCs remain. The United States Environmental Protection Agency, some 48 years after DuPont knew of PFOAs hazardousness and toxicity, coordinated a national production phase-out in 2002, where manufacturing of the chemicals were to be ceased by 2015. Nevertheless, PFCs remain. This is all to say, until a certain time, we weren’t toxic and then suddenly we were. Toxic in trace amounts, yes, minuscule amounts, in most, declining amounts, sure, but trace amounts nonetheless. Something that did not exist until 1938 now exists in nearly every human being on Earth.

That infamous observation of Theodor Adorno is overused and underused, misattributed and misunderstood. It is overused because everyone says it, underused because it is an incredibly powerful observation that cannot be said enough, misattributed because what he is often quoted as saying is not even what he said, and misunderstood perhaps because no one says it in completely the right way. I don’t pretend I will either, but I might have something to add. Theodor Adorno, though he later rescinded this opinion, said that “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.” Many have misquoted this line to state that writing poetry after Auschwitz is ‘impossible,’ though, in my view, the two descriptions are interchangeable. For, if we understand barbarism to take after ‘toxicity,’ and ‘impossibility’ to be something resembling a ‘pure form’ of poetry, the meanings are intertwined; to write ‘pure’ poetry after Auschwitz is impossible, which is another way of saying that to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric, even when it is still technically possible.

Almost no human exists today without PFOAs within them, even in small, trace amounts. That is what it means that no poetry can be written after Auschwitz; it means no poetry without a trace of the Auschwitz can be written, whether Auschwitz’s existence is recognized and acknowledged or not, just like no human without some level of toxicity in the years after the rampant production of PFOs in the mid 20th century exists. If PFCs are forever chemicals, then Auschwitz—and let us extend it to the entirety of the Holocaust, as Auschwitz is more analogous to an individual PFC—then Auschwitz is a forever place, and the Holocaust is a forever event. Before 1939, the Holocaust hadn’t existed. Now it has. Before the mid 20th century, the crimes of WWII were yet to transpire. Now they have. They may not be being committed now, but they will always exist. They are forever crimes. They are not the sort of things, like PFCs, that go away. But it is true: everything after Auschwitz is stained. It doesn’t need to be ruined, but it is stained. We don’t need to be toxic, but toxic chemicals run through our blood. Poetry doesn’t need to stop, but it is marked. It is affected, irreversibly. As we’ll come to see, after the Novi Sad massacre of 1942, the Danube's blood content can be washed away, can be filtered down, but will always exist.

That Side of Life

The Book of Blam is a postscript to the Hungarian occupation of Novi Sad during WWII,  told through the mourning, regretful existence of the novel’s protagonist, Miroslav Blam. Blam is the semi-autobiographical portrayal of the novel's author, Aleksandar Tišma. In his introduction to the NYRB edition, Charles Simic quotes Tišma as admitting that all his novels are autobiographical, though “He is not recounting his life but using elements of his experience in them.” Tišma was raised in Novi Sad, and though half-Jewish through his mother’s side, was saved from the Novi Sad massacre by a Hungarian neighbor who reportedly misled the invaders. Tišma’s survival remained a forceful and recurring source of guilt. Simic cites one of Tišma’s journal entries, where he confesses,  “I am a man who stayed in the hole because he couldn’t part company with its warmth.” The Book of Blam is a novel about the effects of being in that hole, and what it is like now to have come out of it.


He lacks the self-confidence or the energy for it; nor does he feel the need. His will dooms him to return to the same old roads and streets, to remain their intent yet listless and melancholy observer.
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Novi Sad, now in modern day Serbia, long in the middle of the tangled complexities of European state and nationhood, historically was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire province of Vojvodina until the region was incorporated into Yugoslavia after WW1. Yusolavia was invaded by German, Italian,  Hungarian, and Bulgarian troops in April 1941, and Novi Sad was ultimately occupied by Hungary soon afterwards. The Germans were far from the only belligerents in Europe during WWII. Almost immediately, Serbs were deported, and Jews were identified to be taken by the Nazis to Serbia and killed. Any Jews and Serbs that were fortunate enough to fall through the cracks were persecuted and often perished in various raids and pogroms, culminating on January 20, 1942, when, in what is now referred to as the Novi Sad massacre, 1400 Jews and Serbs, women and small children among them, were led at gunpoint to the edge of the frozen Danube, shot through their backs, and shoved through ragged holes in the ice into the freezing river.

Miroslav Blam, like Tišma, was saved from death during the war, though in comparison to Tišma, his feeling of guilt is total, his guilt recasts into the dominant element of his life. Blam, except from death on account of being married to a Christian, witnessed the  annihilation of his family and most of his community in the 1942 raid. Simic relates another entry of Tišma’s journal, in which Tišma describes himself as “a bug who had survived the bug spray and whose role now is to convey to the descendants of the killers the atrocities their fathers and grandfathers perpetrated on their millions of victims.” Such motivation forms the inspirational lineage of the Book of Blam.

The most important thing to know about Miroslav Blam is that if he was actually himself, if he acted in a way he wanted to act, if he was treated according to his actual religion, he would already be dead. And in a way he is; Blam wants to be himself, wants to have been himself, so in a way he wants to be dead. But Blam is alive, and thus is not himself, because if he was, as we have said, he would be dead. This is the life of Miroslav Blam. Living in a nightmare, Blam’s real life is long abandoned, his real self long given up in exchange for his relative survival. The most important thing to know about Miroslav Blam is that he should be dead. As such, we are reading a biography of someone that shouldn’t be alive; not because he survived a rare illness at birth, not because he narrowly avoided a near fatal accident while a child, but because if he was who he really was, he would have been annihilated, along with his entire family, in eighteen possible ways: gas, gun, drowning, exhaustion from labour, suicide, on and on. He avoided the rightful (not right, not uncruel) fate that awaited him by changing who he was. Now, still,  he is not who he was, and lives as someone he is not in a place where his real person once lived. This is what is intended by the line describing Blam wandering streets like melancholy.

As a result, this book takes place in the past, or, anything of substance does. This is why his life is not quite a death-like state, but is hardly a life one either. Blam is suspended in a daze between ‘that side of life’, and ‘this side of death.’  The present is a living out of the past. His marriage, or lack thereof, is analogous to this spectral condition. His failed, though still continuing marriage is representative of his life, in that it is only a name, a fact, a signature on a piece of paper in some record office, and it is dead in every other way. And yet, in truth, Blam’s marriage is the only reason he was able to survive the war, and thus why he is still alive today, not only because Janja is Christian but because the man Janja cheats on Blam with, a Serbian collaborator, who is the real father of Janja and Miroslav’s daughter, also gave Blam a job during the war. Blam is married to a woman who cheats on him. Blam cheated life just as much as it cheats and continues to cheat him now. Blam admits that, “Janja has taken leave of him every bit as inexorably as he had taken his leave of life.” And really, can you be married to a man as good as dead?

Most accurately, Blam’s life can be described as a nightmare that he wakes up from, and nevertheless remains a nightmare. Tišma narrates, “He experiences waking as a lie, yet the dean that waking releases him from is also a lie.” Blam’s life, he knows, is “a whole dreamed life of suffering, which he no longer remembers and whose vestiges are fading, disappearing. He does not want them to disappear. If it is his life, he wants to keep it.” The image of a dream that is not quite a dream, but not quite a nightmare either, and nothing that can be ended, anyway— life that is not quite life—is constantly reinforced throughout the novel. “He is moving among dreams, from dream to dream, and everything not a dream is an illusion.” Blam’s real life has ended. Blam, in the form he wishes, has ceased to exist. The Book of Blam is an exposition of what this is like, and an investigation into how this has come to be the case.


They have no idea what is going on inside Blam; they cannot share it, they would not understand his fear, his terror, his certainty that the patrol will come for him and push him to the railing. What is wrong with him? Is he mad? Or is everyone mad but him? Though it amounts to the same thing. For if he is different from everyone, then he is a monster, a freak, an aberration, ripe for being split open and having his thoughts read, for being crammed into a cage and exhibited in an anthropological rather than zoological garden, exhibited naked, the better to be seen and poked at through the bars until he produces the incoherent howls and shrieks expected of him.
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The above excerpt is taken from one of the first few pages of the novel and foreshadows the soon to be recurring feature of a constant exhibition of Blam in a sort of ‘anthropological garden,’ from which place—suspended, locked in, and tied down—he will be plucked and prodded by the narrator for the reader to witness. Even through such a vigorous analysis, however, Blam will forever remain a sort of imagined, anonymous soul. From the initial position of having no idea what is going on inside Blam, through the events of the novel we understand him more, we understand what he conveys, but he sinks back into silence as soon as the book ends, when the plucking and prodding ends, not least of all because he is willing to admit anything himself.

Blam is living, but not as an identity; he hates when he is singled out as an individual, and counters all efforts ‘to be pigeonholed.’ For instance, Blam avoids direct human contact, especially of his scarce friends, who perhaps know what he once was (and has ceased to be). “He chose the busiest parts of town for his wanderings, places where people were crowds rather than individuals, impersonal, purely physical, and their moving, surging, pushing brought the fatigue he desired, like the wet snow and fierce wind.” Still, as this quote portrays, even in Blam’s desired anonymity, he wishes to accomplish such an anonymity not through solitude, but rather by convergence and congregation; he opts for closeness to others. Most of all, Blam’s desire for anonymity is drawn from his want to avoid recognition, specifically to not to be recognized in his shame, but not wanting to isolate that shame either. “To escape that danger, Blam bends his head and gazes down at the feet of his fellow citizens, which he is less likely to recognize than their faces, and hopes that he is less likely to be recognized.”


Death was his goal as he roamed in search of something impersonal to mask his shame; death was what he sought here in the “acoustics,” in merging with the crowd, losing his individuality and what was left of tradition and memory in the intoxication of music.
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In the end, in spite (and because of) all his efforts to hide from us, we do eventually recognize Blam, at least in part, on account of the autopsy that Tišma conducts by the method of placing, between the bars of his cage, various scenes of Blam’s life, past and present (for they are intertwined), in front of him, and recording how Blam responds to the people and situations they bear. Blam does recognize places and people, and knows and remembers more than he lets on to those that remain around him. The memories he avoids activate his overriding senses guilt and shame, and produce unnerving reveries that inspire the scenes of the novel. Through these events, we see Blam both as a coffin that must remain around whatever it unknowingly protects, as well as whatever it may be that the coffin is actually protecting. Blam has been condemned to his cell, alone in the prison that is now Novi Sad (is there any place so full of guilt), remaining there long after the criminals have falsely set themselves free, lest only Blam recognize it. Yes, the guilty have walked free, and the free have become guilty and Novi Sad, the city of Blam’s birth and metaphorical death, has become his forever Limbo, where he will never be found fully guilty in his guilt, and never be let free by his innocence, only be offered a surrounding of continued, constantly renewed shame.

The Daze

Explanations for Blam’s pervading guilt and shame are not offered by Blam himself. In this way, The Book of Blam is a book that is filled haphazardly, rather than explained in an orderly manner. We know Blam has suffered greatly; we know his family is dead, we know his community has been decimated, etc, but Blam does not account for aftermath himself. It is only the reflexes of memory activated by the happenstance triggers placed by Tišma that form the daze-filled episodes of the novel where Blam is forced to unravel. In this way, the account offered by The Book of Blam is not one that is linear, but instead is a backfilling of Blam’s present condition.


“He does not, of course.”
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This humble turn of phrase is one of the most important conceptions of the entire novel. The Book of Blam is a series of actions Blam should have taken, and should be taking, but didn’t—and doesn’t—and is thus a living out of the consequence of such failures. These failed measures accumulate to form an exhaustive record of things Blam should have done. Further, the failure to accomplish any task is now a given, and the regret manifested as a result is automatic. This inaction is a habit in the past, a certainty of the present, and thus a quality of any future. The train he wants to be on is too far ahead, long departed, so why get on another one? He is left to brood in the station of the past that is no longer physically possible to access. Dominated by regret, Blam’s life is one of guaranteed guilt; in the form of eternal return his life is a cup already filled of guilt that a stream of guilt still splashes down into, spilling excess guilt from the brim of the cup that cannot contain more, but is filled with more still. By this mechanism, there is nothing left of Blam’s personality or identity except guilt of conception without consummation.

Simic relates the anecdote of a friend of Tišma being struck by the novel’s hero's lack of having done any one extraordinary thing. Heroism being defined by heroic action is not a narrative quality Tišma believes in. Instead, Tišma holds that “the heroes of an age are not its winners, but those who bear its wounds.” Blam is one who bears wounds. To wit, the friends he most often has conversations with are dead, yet these conditional, pseudo-interactions shape his current life.

“If Čutura were still alive…”

The Book of Blam is a failure to fulfill the desirable demands of ‘if’. ‘If I were myself, the book wouldn’t exist.’ ‘If I was an honorable son, either my parents would be alive, or I would be dead too.’ ‘If I was a lawful husband, my wife wouldn’t cheat on me, and my daughter would be mine.’ And most strikingly these conditional shortcomings continue, nothing is a lesson learned, nothing strikes the saying, ‘I will do it next time,’ but he is conditioned to not fulfill the higher obligations of his higher self and that which he knows to be right. Blam is condemned to suffer, and suffer as a coward through his perpetual inaction. And it is not for the lack of opportunity either.


“You’re just guessing.”



“I’m being logical. You should have at least looked into the possibility. You didn’t do a thing.”

“No.”

Aleksandar Tišma, The Book of Blam

Throughout the novel, an entire set of activities is imagined, usually revolving around administering rightful retribution to those that have wronged Blam’s family, community, and city. The chief subplot of The Book of Blam relates to a man in particular called Lajos Kocsis, a collaborator and profiteer who has stolen the Blam family property, and also very likely to have sold the family out to the invading authorities in the first place. Kocsis is a traitor who still walks the streets of the city he helped to usurp. And yet, the only place Blam is able to confront him—this man that has quite literally killed his family—is in his imagination, and not even alone either, but only with the assistance of friends, especially Čutura (If Čutura was still alive…). Ultimately, Blam, Čutura, and Funkenstein—another deceased friend—conspire to entrap Kocsis and arrange a citizen’s court of sorts against him, pressing the long-delayed charges against Kocsis for the first time, a scene Blam hesitates into, even seeming to apologize to Kocsis for the disruption (I’m sure I don’t know…):

Blam, Funkenstein, Čutura vs Kocsis 1 (abbreviations of speakers added for clarity):

Kocsis: “Mr. Blam!”

Blam: “Mr. Kocsis. I’m sure I don’t know...”

Čutura: “Well, I’m sure you will as soon as the trial begins. Lajos Kocsis, you stand here. In the name of this citizen’s court I hereby accuse you of having denounced and defamed Blanka Blam and Vilim Blam, the parents of Miroslav Blam, here present, on 22 January 1942, as a result of which they were shot to death. You are therefore an accessory to their murder. I recommend that you be shot to death. Are there any questions.”

K: “But that’s...”

Č: “Do you deny that the patrol leader asked your opinion of the Blam family.”

K: “Yes! Yes, I do!”

Č: “Nonsense! You’re lying! Which is the clearest proof of your guilt! All the patrols questioned their countrymen about people of other nationalities. Now you tell us what you said about the Blams to the patrol leader, Kocsis, or else!”

K:“I didn’t say a thing, not a thing! I swear! I said they were fine, outstanding citizens.”

Č: “You’re lying again, Kocsis! Which confirms our worst suspicions. Because if that was what you said, the Blams would be alive today. Alive, understand? Their death is proof of your crime.”

K:“I didn’t do anything.”

Č: “You caused the death of two innocent people! You fanned national hatred, intolerance, blood lust, racial insanity; you sought revenge and booty; you aided fascism to cut down two of its opponents. In their name and the name of thousands of other raid victims I pronounce you guilty and sentence you to be shot to death. Here is a pistol, Blam. You will carry out the sentence.”

K: “You must be crazy!”
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Blam can’t even confront Kocsis himself, even after others have brought them face to face and given Blam the seemingly easy upper-hand. And still, Blam doesn’t interrogate Kocsis at all—Čutura does most of the speaking. It is not even Blam who has told us the precise details of the Blam family murder; the revelation that takes place near the end of the novel doesn’t even come from Blam’s own lips, but instead the mental projection of Čutura. And it is Čutura who now hands Blam the imaginary pistol, allowing Blam to carry out the rightful sentence, even just in his mind. And it is Blam who refuses to take it:

Blam, Funkenstein, Čutura vs Kocsis 2 (abbreviations of speakers added for clarity):

Č: “Take the pistol, I tell you. Take it and shoot him. Don’t be afraid. Nobody will ever know.”

B: “Have pity on me!”

K: “Yes, Cutura! Let him go. Please let him go.”

Č: “It’s too late. We’ll end up in prison if we let him go now. Shoot him, I tell you!”

B: “I can’t.”

Č: “You’re the only one who can. And you must. You’re the only one free of guilt; Funkenstein and I lured him here under false pretenses. We could be arrested. So you’ve got to shoot. If only for our sake.”

B: “I can’t.”

Č “Look, Blam, I’m warning you. This is your last chance to be a man. Either you kill him, or I hand the pistol over to him and have him kill you.”

B: “I can’t.”

Č: “Is that your final word?”

B: “It is.”

Č: “All right, then. Let’s see what he wants to do. Here’s the pistol, Kocsis. It’s loaded. Shoot Blam.”

K: “What for?”

Č: “It’s the only way you can stay alive. Shoot Blam. Good. Shoot him again. I can’t believe it. You killed him, and it only took you two bullets...You know, Kocsis, I’m beginning to respect you. I even think you’ve earned the right to live.”
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The scene unfolds and ends like an Athenian tragedy. ‘I can’t,’ ‘I can’t,’ ‘I can’t;’ Blam is unable to be brave even in his own imagination. His fantasy of vengeance has somehow resulted in his own death. Instead of killing the killer of his parents, he allows himself to be killed instead. He does not kill even for his own sake! He does not kill even at the risk of his death! It is the ultimate eternal return of Blam’s guilt. Of course, none of this is actually happening; the scene takes place fully within Blam’s imagination, yet is somehow all the more real on account of this and even more powerful. The quick reflex to reality that occurs at the end of imaginary dialogues like this are relapses that occur many times a day. “If Čutura were still alive;” if Čutura were alive…even if Čutura were still alive Blam still stays in the hole of torture he is so comfortable in. But Čutura is dead, and none of this happens, and even if it were to happen, he would continue to fail anyway.


“But Cutura is no longer among the living, and Blam leaves the square for the former Jew Street, unencumbered by third parties, thinking his own thoughts.”
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Again, The Book of Blam takes place in the past, like an obituary exists in the present but only describes events of the past. Those that have survived, like Blam, have died in most senses of the word; the present is an illusory sort of living out of a future that Blam wishes never came to pass. Blam lives in regret, in an active state of regret, because the regret is fresh and constantly renewed; the regret has not softened to remorse. Blam’s life is imagining if he got on those trains that carried away his neighbors that he should have been on himself. He speaks of these trains, their surroundings, interior, who is in them, what is happening, where they are going. And then there is the relapse; the harsh reality that he is not on any train at all. When the Book of Job is referenced in relation to the novel, one reading is that the book is a ‘modern re-telling of the Book of Job,’ it is in this passiveness of suffering, this stunned and frozen daze of guilt that Blam exists within.

But


Look at the map of Novi Sad, and you will see a kind of spider’s web intersecting on one side with a broad ribbon in the form of a half-circle but extending evenly in all other directions. The ribbon, usually coloured blue, is the Danube, the city’s permanent eastern boundary and also its womb.
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Yes, that infamous observation of Theodor Adorno is overused and underused, misattributed and misunderstood. So, after Auschwitz, after the Holocaust, after our loss of purity, after we have learned that toxins and plastics course through our body and thrive more than the cells of the body itself—what else can possibly be said? What can be done? There is only marked life, only scarred poetry; so what else can possibly be written?

From one perspective, nothing but this must be said, it must be said only louder, louder still; it must be said in ignorance of what is thusly ignored by saying anything else. For our lives, in comparison to lives that find and have found themselves facing atrocity straight in the face, are painless, meaningless, are a girl playing with her named dolls in her toy house that she shuts the door of when she goes to bed, but sometimes leaves open, so we gaze out at the life that we were modeled after, that we don’t belong to, that we do belong to, that is separated by a plastic wall, tiny windows, and an entire step of reality. We dive into heated, salted pools, while others are shoved into the frozen water headfirst—not altogether different for the scalp is also the point of entry—the ice shattered now, not cleanly, the soldiers have to keep shooting the ice to break it until the bone of the skull forces a splintered hole to be opened, into which you are forced into, hopefully dead by now, wider now, though the width has come at the cost of more blood, which you follow the flow of into the river that now flows of water and blood, and enter into a frozen eternity. There is salt in the water now—not much—the blood of thousands—you can barely see it after a minute—the tears take longer than the bullets to enter and exit the mind. Saltwater streams into a freshwater river and the river becomes a ‘flesh-water steam,’ a fresh-flesh river, a flesh-fresh river, the Danube that runs next to Novi Sad, its womb, its burial grounds.

That the Danube is always this, and because of this we can never swim in it again. And this is why we cannot write poetry again, but please you are welcome to swim. You are welcome to use the water of the Danube for drinking and cleaning to sustain your survival. Know that you drink blood now, even a trace amount, know that you cannot swim but only drown in our humanity’s sorrow, like swimmers who can no longer swim, who swam their whole lives but forgot how to swim, like Blam being alive when he should be dead, when he is dead. We offend true meaning in our attempts at art; we don’t deserve to have art—this is what Adorno means.

And yet, and yet it isn’t so easy, no matter if it is true. We come up with poetry anyway, no matter if the poetry we come up with after Auschwitz is stained, like the water of the Danube with the blood of murdered children that it once harboured, then washed away, yet still holds, always holds. We accumulate tragedy through the ages, like the bioaccumulation of PFCs in our bodies, like the river that blood is spilled into. We are filled with plastic, fillIng with plastic, we are all literally toxic, we are faced with more suffering, in a linear sense, than has ever been accumulated before. And yet. And yet. There is no good next sentence.

And yet, from another perspective, if we remain silent we stand at the precipice, and allow ourselves to be at the edge, and eventually fall into a more evil abyss. So, however barbaric, however impossible, we must keep speaking. We must keep writing. We must keep living. Such is the condition of the modern writer, and the modern man. Yes, it is barbaric to write poetry after Auschwitz. But it is more barbaric to remain silent. It is more barbaric to stop living on account of our toxicity, for to do that would make us all the more toxic still. Adorno revised his claim to state that, “Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as the tortured have to scream.” Such are all of our conditions, marked, scarred, but we are still alive anyway. Such is Mirosav Blam’s condition; Miroslav Blam is one who is left to swim in the Danube, left to roam the streets that have been stripped of their inhabitants. Tišma, faced with the same conditions, took the sorrow and suffering from the world and made a masterpiece out of it. This is the life of Miroslav Blam, this is The Book of Blam, this is the book of all of us that have survived. A marked masterpiece, yes, but a masterpiece all the same.


He will step forward and put his neck in the noose or take his place before the firing squad. He will not dodge death this time; he will close the circle he left open; he will enable a death to happen that must happen; he will reveal another murder, another murderer, another victim—in a man in whom they would not have been revealed, a man who might not even have seen them in himself—as all his people had done before him, thus committing, as he now realizes, an act of the most profound truth.

Aleksander Tišma, The Book of Blam








The Book of Why by Judea Pearl

I had just finished my lunch at the college canteen. As I walked along the long tables to put away my tray, I joined the conversation of another small group of people. A fellow freshman—a guy with a prominent nose—was steaming with rage, his cheeks and forehead purple, his tone of voice confidently jolting like a sawtooth, because apparently some ignorant peasants, somewhere, believed it was possible to keep an artificial intelligence in a box.

I felt confused. Why was he so profoundly worried about this, uh, “problem”? So, I have a computer in a box… Uhm… Yes I have a lot of old computers in boxes, always stayed there, whatever. Maybe the cardboard will catch fire if the computer is kept on? No, wait, now I get what he’s talking about: the cooling system won’t work properly because air circulation is constrained in the box! He must be one of those who have a big custom machine with colored leds on the fans that leave a fancy afterimage and strange ports nobody ever uses and everything is overclocked and by shorting R435 with pin 99 and overfeeding (important) an additional bit gets written between each two other bits on the disk doubling the capacity.

Instead, he rage-explained to me that it was about a man named Mr. Yudkowsky whom people paid (?) so that he would convince them to press a fake button (??), under a confidentiality agreement (???).

I was even more confused, but this man was clearly on to something—he sounded so confident!—so I followed along. As we crossed the central bridge, he was wrath-expounding an experimental test of optimal agency:


The rules were SIMPLE, they would be given X dollars if they predicted the amount Y that the partner had predicted they would get given the expectation Z of a third party who would lose X – Y from an initial Q amount of dollars known to the first but not the second, and OF COURSE all they had to do was compute d/du P log(P), but these SIMPLETONS utterly FAILED because they would rather convince themselves that they really DIDN’T CARE about losing ten dollars because they were FREQUENTIST MORONS.



All the details in the quote above are wrong, because I was not getting anything of that. But I understood that there were these poor people who were handed a complicated puzzle I couldn’t even get in my skull in the first place, and by statal decree I was supposed to be good at math, and if every one of them got it right, they would probably gain 10 dollars, and of course they couldn’t really not want those 10 dollars so they were incredibly stupid to not be perfectly intelligent. For real? What contrived mind would conceive such a vexatious experiment? What’s wrong with this guy? Why am I even paying attention to what he says?

Five years later.

As I write these words, the frequentists are amassing at the gate. I don’t know how long we can resist. I’m reading translated foreign articles in the newspaper. I arrive at the general culture section, the one where I can be sure to find a “physicist” explaining that the “quantic” mysteries prove wrong the naive materialistic reductionists that pretend to determine what is true and false (as if!) when the possibilities of the mind are actually not bounded by such trivial preconceptions as logic, or a “philosopher” (quotes possibly redundant) highlighting how the weird syntax rules of the defunct language of three derelict guys in some remote country open up a new profound understanding of the universe that is forever forbidden to us due to our excessive reliance on technology which, let’s be honest, can’t really do anything for real, or an “intellectual” (quotes redundant) showing how teaching too much math makes people think in a rigid way such that they believe any religious bullshit that the current dictator wants them to believe.

The fool of the week is some “Pearl” guy who has discovered the secret of causality [sound of quivering flamelights]. Mankind went through an intellectual dark age where no one could discern cause from effect, but now, thanks to the genial heterodox work of Pearl, a causality revolution has sparked through the world. All paradoxes are solved. All doubts are cleared. By invoking the power of the do-operator, the most insurmountable of problems becomes a trivial exercise to the initiated. The article avoids ever mentioning what this do-operating consists of, it just states very clearly with a lot of words that you are supposed to do-operate stuff and you will gain final knowledge. I am so overwhelmed by the light of this revelation that I put away the newspaper, take a mental note to cancel my subscription (to avoid damaging my feeble mind with such a stream of profound truths), and never think about this again.

No! Wait! I’ve already seen this somewhere… Uh-uh-uh-uhm… Found, it was mentioned in that blog, Andrew Gelman’s blog. I like that guy! He’s friendly, once I used his gang’s statistical software because I couldn’t manage to do a complicated data fit for the weekly laboratory assignment, it took some time but it spat out the answer that I wanted to be true, so he’s a good guy. He also always gives useful advice, like how he always recommends being wary of implicit choices in your procedure that you will take to bend the result of the statistical analysis to give out precisely the answer you want, such as doing the fit in a different way until you think it works. Anyway, if this was featured on Gelman’s blog, it means it’s ok! It’s not something silly! It’s just the newspaper that—by chance—made Pearl’s work sound silly like the other silly (for real) stuff they usually write about.

After having determined as indisputable fact that Pearl was a reputable source of knowledge, “understanding anything by repeated application of a do-operator” sounded dignified and worth of investigation. In fact, it sounded much like “understanding anything by repeated application of Bayes’ theorem”, an advice originated from that weird man, Mr. Yudkowsky, that had been proven useful so many times. Indeed, I had been curious at times about what exactly that shady character had been pursuing with such knowledge; however, whenever I inquired about his writings, I was directed toward an incredibly long revised version of the Harry Potter novels, depicting a by magnitudes more wearisome protagonist than the original, and left it at that.

Now, Pearl appeared to have written various books on the topic, luckily in a very limited number of two. The titles were “Causality” and “The Book of Why.” After obtaining my pirated copies, I could see at once that the former was very long and full of “obvious proofs left to the reader,” while the latter was rather short and filled with funny drawings. My profound love of knowledge compelled me to opt for the most efficient means of acquiring new information, and thus I set forth on reading “The Book of Why.”

The book proved interesting in a lot of ways. It blended historical narration with a clear presentation of a mathematical theory of causation and many remarkable anecdotes. It would be a waste to spoil for the reader the pleasure of discovering herself all the gems of this work, so I will limit my recount to the three themes that most stuck in my mind.




The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoevsky’

Down Olympia’s great height,

On her kidnapped daughter’s trail,

Wandered Ceres and caught sight

Of the world in grim travail,

Where men offer gods no haven

No respect for things divine,

Selfish, wicked, mean, and craven,

Fail to worship at their shrine.

From the fields no flowers gay,

From the grapes no gen’rous flood,

Only smoldering corpses lay

On the altars stained with blood…

And wherever the sad stare

Of the goddess still did light,

It met sorrow, wild despair,

Man’s humiliating plight.

…

“Hell, if I hadn’t pulled him off, I suppose he’d have killed him—how much more could the old fool take…” Ivan whispered.

“God forbid,” Alyosha said.

“Why God forbid?” Ivan continued in the same whisper, his mouth crooked with spite. “If one wild beast devours another, it’s good riddance to both of them.”

Alyosha shuddered.

…

“There’s something else I want to ask you, Vanya: Do you really believe that any man has the right to decide, when he looks at other people, which of them deserves to live and which no longer deserves to?”

“Why bring in this business of deserving? Men usually answer that question without worrying about merit; their answer is determined by much more natural reasons. But a man certainly has the right to wish for whatever he likes, and no one can deprive him of that right.”

“Even to wish the death of another man?”

“Well, why shouldn’t he wish another man to die? What would be the point of lying to ourselves when that’s just how things are in life and, I suppose, it’s the only possible way they can be.

Thus goes one of many lively exchanges between the Karamazov brothers, in this case the middle brother Ivan (Vanya), and the younger brother Alexei (Alyosha). This particular exchange takes place just after their older brother Dmitry (Mitya) has angrily attacked their father, Fyodor Karamazov.

The Brothers Karamazov is Fyodor Dostoevsky’s final and most lengthy novel, his magnum opus. It has been considered by a number of prominent people to be the greatest novel ever written, and it has exerted a vast influence. To get a sense of this, here is a lightly edited version of it’s wikipedia article’s influence section (for the full version with citations, follow the link):

The Brothers Karamazov has had a deep influence on many public figures over the years for widely varying reasons. Admirers include scientists such as Albert Einstein, philosophers Ludwig Wittgenstein and Martin Heidegger, as well as writers such as Virginia Woolf, Cormac McCarthy, Kurt Vonnegut, Haruki Murakami, and Frederick Buechner.

British writer C.P. Snow writes of Einstein's admiration for the novel: "The Brothers Karamazov—that for him in 1919 was the supreme summit of all literature. It remained so when I talked to him in 1937, and probably until the end of his life."

Sigmund Freud called it "the most magnificent novel ever written".

Franz Kafka felt indebted to Dostoevsky and The Brothers Karamazov for its influence on his own work.

James Joyce wrote, “The Brothers Karamazov… made a deep impression on me…”

The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein is said to have read The Brothers Karamazov "so often he knew whole passages of it by heart". A copy of the novel was one of the few possessions Wittgenstein brought with him to the front during World War I.

Nobel Prize laureate William Faulkner reread the book regularly, claiming it as his greatest literary inspiration next to Shakespeare's works and the Bible. He once wrote that he felt American literature had produced nothing yet great enough that might compare to Dostoyevsky's novel.

American philosophical novelist Walker Percy said in an interview:

“I suppose my model is nearly always Dostoevsky, who was a man of very strong convictions, but his characters illustrated and incarnated the most powerful themes and issues and trends of his day. I think maybe the greatest novel of all time is The Brothers Karamazov which...almost prophesies and prefigures everything—all the bloody mess and the issues of the 20th century.”

Pope Benedict XVI cited the book in the 2007 encyclical Spe Salvi.

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin had read Dostoevsky since his youth and considered the author as a great psychologist. His copy of The Brothers Karamazov reveals extensive highlights and notes in the margins that he made while reading the work, which have been studied and analyzed by multiple researchers. Russian politician Vladimir Putin has described The Brothers Karamazov as one of his favorite books.

Sounds like a noteworthy book!

I first became aware of the book when my probably-most-literate friend in high school read it and said it was his favorite book. Recently, Jordan Peterson—a great admirer of Dostoevsky—referenced the book in a recent interview with Steven Fry, who in turn calls the book a “work of genius” that “everyone should read”. This became a reminder to me that the book exists and I finally got around to reading it.

For those who haven’t read the book yet, I highly recommend reading it, if you have the time. Though it is lengthy so you may not have the time now. If you are concerned about spoilers, know that this review will mostly avoid talking about the events of the main plot (and the most significant side plot), instead it will focus on certain themes and ideas espoused by the characters, particularly Zosima and Ivan, but we will also follow the threads of these two in the story.

If you don’t have time to read the full book, you may still want to read the acclaimed story within a story, “The Grand Inquisitor”, which even has its own wikipedia article, and which the likes of Aldous Huxley, Noam Chomsky, and David Foster Wallace have referenced in their own works.

I read the newest English translation by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, which is very good (I compared it with the free version on project gutenberg). So if you read in English, that is the version I would recommend.

With all that and without further ado, let’s get into the content of the book.

I opened this review with a poem and a dialogue which paints a dismal picture of the human condition. Ivan Karamazov, the most educated and intellectual of the brothers, supposes that there is no other way that things could be.

But there are those in the story who understand that this is not the way things have to be. A vision of what could be is introduced to us when young Zosima, just prior to becoming a monk, meets with a certain wealthy altruist. The former had been preaching his ideas to the townsfolk, and the altruist—impressed by the ideas Zosima has been espousing—ventures to speak with him in private. The altruist is impressed by Zosima’s dream, which he shares.

“Let me tell you, then, that this dream, as you call it, will most certainly come true. You may rest assured of that, but it will not happen immediately, because everything that happens in the world is controlled by its own set of laws. In this case, it is a psychological matter, a state of mind. In order to change the world, man’s way of thinking must be changed. Thus, there can be no brotherhood of men before all men become each other’s brothers. There is no science, no order based on the pursuit of material gain, that will enable men to share their goods fairly and to respect each other’s rights. There will never be enough to satisfy everyone; men will always be envious of their neighbors and will always destroy one another. So to your question when heaven on earth will come about, I can only promise you that it will come without fail, but first the period of man’s isolation must come to an end.”

“What isolation?” I asked him.

“The isolation that you find everywhere, particularly in our age. But it won’t come to an end right now, because the time has not yet come. Today everyone asserts his own personality and strives to live a full life as an individual. But these efforts lead not to a full life but to suicide, because, instead of realizing his personality, man only slips into total isolation. For in our age mankind has been broken up into self-contained individuals, each of whom retreats into his lair, trying to stay away from the rest, hiding himself and his belongings from the rest of mankind, and finally isolating himself from people and people from him. And, while he accumulates material wealth in his isolation, he thinks with satisfaction how mighty and secure he has become, because he is mad and cannot see that the more goods he accumulates, the deeper he sinks into suicidal impotence. The reason for this is that he has become accustomed to relying only on himself; he has split off from the whole and become an isolated unit; he has trained his soul not to rely on human help, not to believe in men and mankind, and only to worry that the wealth and privileges he has accumulated may get lost. Everywhere men today are turning scornfully away from the truth that the security of the individual cannot be achieved by his isolated efforts but only by mankind as a whole.

“But an end to this fearful isolation is bound to come and all men will understand how unnatural it was for them to have isolated themselves from one another. This will be the spirit of the new era and people will look back in amazement at the past, when they sat in darkness and refused to see the light. And it is then that the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the heavens… But until that day we must keep hope alive, and now and then a man must set an example, if only an isolated one, by trying to lift his soul out of its isolation and offering it up in an act of brotherly communion, even if he is taken for one of God’s fools. This is necessary, to keep the great idea alive.”

A theme running throughout the book is that this much sought after psychological transformation remains an isolated phenomenon, something only a handful of individuals manage to bring about. Perhaps even for spirituality there is such a thing as innate aptitude, and only those with the knack can ascend the highest heights. But in this case the reward will not necessarily be the admiration of society. These individuals are not understood by the people around them and are taken to be “God's fools” because they behave in a manner that makes no sense from a conventional view.

The Elder Zosima

In the earliest events of the book (chronologically) we meet with one such “fool” when Zosima tells us about when he was just a child. His older brother Markel had been taken under the wing of a scholar exiled from Moscow and he subsequently mocks the idea of God and Christian tradition, making all sorts of rude remarks. This gets turned on its head when Markel falls ill and his disposition changes radically…

I can still see him now, sitting in that armchair, gentle, smiling, and always looking cheerful despite his illness. He was completely changed; it was really an unbelievable change that took place in him. When, for instance, our old nanny entered his room and asked him, “Would it be all right, my dear, if I lighted the lamp before your icon”—something he used not to allow her to do; he would even blow the lamp out if he found it lighted—this time he said to her: “Go ahead, dear nanny, light it. I was a monster before not to let you light it. For that’s your way of praying to God, and watching you makes me happy and in my happiness I pray for you too, which means that both of us are praying to the same God.”

These words seemed very strange to us, and mother cried all the time except when she went into Markel’s room; then she’d dry her eyes and try to look cheerful. “Don’t cry, mother, don’t,” he’d tell her. “I still have a long time to live and have a good time, for life is so good and so full of joy!”

“How can it be such a joy to you, my darling, when you are so feverish at night and cough so that it sounds as if your chest is about to burst…”

“Mother,” he would answer, “don’t be sad. Life is paradise; we all live in paradise, although we don’t want to see it. As soon as we are willing to recognize it, the whole world will become a paradise; it could happen tomorrow, any time.”

Everyone was surprised at his words and at the assurance with which he said these things; we were all moved and it made us cry. When friends came to see him, he would say to them: “It’s so nice of you to come, for I don’t know what I’ve done to earn your love and I can’t begin to understand how you can love someone like me, nor can I understand how I could have failed to appreciate it until now.” To the servants who entered his room, he kept saying, “Why must you wait on me like this, my dear friends? Do you really think I deserve to be waited on by you? If God spares me for now and I go on living, I’ll wait on you too, for we should all wait on each other.”

Mother listened to him, shaking her head. “It’s your illness that makes you talk like this, my dear.”

“My dearest, beloved mother,” he said, “since it is impossible to do without masters and servants in the world, let me also be a servant to my servants, just as they are to me. And I’ll tell you also, mother dear—we are all guilty toward others and I am the guiltiest of all.”

That made even mother laugh. “I would like to know,” she said, laughing and crying at the same time, “how you can be the guiltiest of all? With all the thieves and murderers, what have you done to accuse yourself like this?”

“Mother, my own dear blood”—he sometimes used the most peculiar endearments—“my own dear blood, my sweet joy, know that this is the truth and that every one of us is answerable for everyone else and for everything. I don’t know how to explain it to you, but I feel it so strongly that it hurts. And now, the way we used to live before seems strange to me, how we got annoyed at one another, and how we knew nothing then.”

And he would awaken in this state every morning, becoming more and more touching and more and more elated, literally trembling with love.

When the doctor came—an old German called Eisenschmidt—Markel would ask him: “Tell me, doctor, will I be one more day in this world?” He always joked with the doctor, who would answer: “It’s not a question of a day, or even many days. You’ll be here for many months and years yet…”

“There’s no need for years or even months, days are enough; a single day is sufficient for a man to discover what happiness is. Why must we quarrel, brag, and remember offenses against us? Why shouldn’t we go into the garden right now and love, kiss, praise, and enjoy one another, and bless our lives?” When mother saw the doctor off, he said to her: “I’m afraid your son is not long for this world—his illness has affected his brain now.”

The windows of my brother’s room gave onto our garden, which was full of shady old trees in which the young spring buds were swelling and the first spring birds were chirruping and singing. And as he watched and admired the little birds, he suddenly started to ask them, too, to forgive him: “God’s little birds, please forgive me, for I have sinned before you, too.” Now that was something nobody could really understand. But Markel lay there with tears of joy rolling down his cheeks. “Yes,” he explained, “I used to be surrounded by the glory of God—the birds and the trees and the fields and the sky—and I alone lived in degradation. I was the only one who was an insult to everything, and I didn’t even notice all the beauty and the glory of the world.”

“Aren’t you taking too many sins upon yourself?” mother would ask him sometimes.

“Mother, my life’s delight, why, don’t you see that it’s not out of sorrow that I am crying? I am crying from joy, mother. Why, I want to stand guilty before everybody and everything, although I can’t explain to you why, because I don’t even know how to love them. But if I have sinned before everyone, they will all forgive me now, and then we will have heaven on earth. Don’t you think I am living in heaven now?”

Markel passes away shortly thereafter but the whole affair leaves a deep impression on young Zosima. Even so, Zosima grows up and starts out his young adult life with all the conventional worldliness of a young man, pursuing a career in the military, looking to get a cushy job as an imperial guard. At some point he ends up insulting a man and getting challenged to a duel—doing this out of jealousy as the man is engaged to a woman Zosima fancies. The night before the duel, being in a bad mood for one reason or another he strikes his servant in the face.

He wakes up feeling terrible and remembers Markel’s words about servants, and the other things Markel said. He realizes that he has been going about life the wrong way. Before heading off to the duel, he apologizes to his servant, putting his head on the ground (making the servant feel awkward). He then gets to the duel, allows his opponent to fire the first shot (which grazes his cheek), then immediately casts aside his pistol and begs for forgiveness. These acts become a transformative experience, and Zosima suddenly sees the world in a new light.

“Gentlemen!” I cried in a burst of passion, “look around you and see all the things God has given us: look at the clear sky, at the air that is so transparent, at the tender grass and at the birds, at the beauty of immaculate and sinless nature, in which we are the only stupid, godless creatures who do not understand that life is a heaven. As soon as we understand that, we shall have that heaven here in all its beauty and we shall embrace one another and weep with joy…”

I wanted to say more but could not go on because I was so moved it took my breath away; everything looked so lovely and enchanting and I was filled with a joy such as I had never before experienced.

This “dishonorable” end to the duel causes some hullabaloo, and the people in his regiment argue about whether he ought to be made to resign. He announces that there is no need as he will resign to enter the monastery and at this they have a hearty laugh at his expense. But they let him go, stating “we would not dare to stand in judgment of a monk!”. He starts sharing his ideas (inherited from his brother) with the local townsfolk, where he gets laughed at some more, though not unkindly.

It was mostly in the evenings, in the presence of the ladies, that I had an opportunity to voice my beliefs, for the women came to like listening to me and made their men listen too.

“But how can you possibly be responsible for everyone?” people would say, laughing at me openly. “How could you be responsible for our acts, for instance?”

“How can you understand,” I told them, “when the whole world has been running on false ideas for so long, when we accept unmitigated lies as truth and demand lies of others. Now that, for the first time in my life, I have acted sincerely, you all look upon me as if I were one of God’s fools and, although you like me, you still laugh at me.”

In spite of being laughed at, Zosima nevertheless goes on to become a monk. But not just any monk, he becomes the disciple of an elder, eventually becoming an elder himself.

What precisely is an elder, then? An elder is a man who takes your soul and your will into his soul and his will. Once you have chosen your elder, you renounce your own will, you yield it to him in total submission and self-renunciation. A man who consents to this ordeal, to this terrible apprenticeship, is willing to bear it in the hope that, after a long period of trial, he will conquer himself and achieve a self-mastery that will enable him to finally attain, through a whole life of obedience, complete freedom (that is, freedom from himself) and thus avoid the fate of those who reach the end of their lives without ever having found themselves within themselves.

…

It is also true, though, that this well-tested, thousand-year-old method of spiritual regeneration from slavery to freedom and moral perfection may prove to be a double-edged weapon, for some men, instead of gaining humility and ultimate self-mastery, may acquire the most satanic pride, so that they are fettered rather than free.

Fortunately, for Zosima the result ends up being one of freedom and not “satanic pride”, and as an elder he gains a reputation of being a saint, and people seek him out for his blessings and wisdom.

One person who is thoroughly enamored of the Elder Zosima is Alyosha, the hero of the story (according to both the author and the narrator), and the youngest, most pious, most loving, and most loved of the titular Karamazov brothers. Alyosha gets to observe Zosima up close as a novice at the local monastery where the now elderly elder resides.

Alyosha never felt the least surprise that all these people should love the elder, that they should prostrate themselves before him, weeping with emotion at the mere sight of his face. Oh, he understood very well that for the meek soul of a simple Russian, exhausted by grief and hardship and, above all, by constant injustice and sin, his own or the world’s, there was no stronger need than to find a holy shrine or a saint to prostrate himself before and to worship.

…

He was not in the least troubled by the fact that Zosima stood before him an isolated phenomenon: “It makes no difference, he is a saint, and his heart knows the secret of regeneration for all, the power that will finally establish the rule of truth on earth. Then all men will be saints and will love one another, and there will be no poor and no rich, no mighty and no humiliated—all will be the children of God and the true kingdom of Christ will come.” This is what Alyosha felt in his heart.

Later on, Zosima gives some teaching to the laypeople who have come to visit him:

Try to love your neighbors, love them actively and unceasingly. And as you learn to love them more and more, you will be more and more convinced of the existence of God and of the immortality of your soul. And if you achieve complete self-abnegation in your love for your fellow man, you will certainly gain faith, and there will be no room in your soul for any doubt whatsoever. This has been tested. This is the true way.

…

Above all, avoid lying, especially lying to yourself. Keep watching out for your lies, watch for them every hour, every minute. Also avoid disgust, both for others and for yourself: whatever strikes you as disgusting within yourself is cleansed by the mere fact that you notice it. Avoid fear too, although fear is really only a consequence of lies. Never be afraid of your petty selfishness when you try to achieve love, and don’t be too alarmed if you act badly on occasion.

…

A true act of love, unlike imaginary love, is hard and forbidding. Imaginary love yearns for an immediate heroic act that is achieved quickly and seen by everyone. People may actually reach a point where they are willing to sacrifice their lives, as long as the ordeal doesn’t last too long, is quickly over—just like on the stage, with the public watching and admiring. A true act of love, on the other hand, requires hard work and patience, and, for some, it is a whole way of life.

This last bit echoes something the narrator says of Alyosha earlier in the story:

he was spoiling for immediate action, was prepared to sacrifice everything, his life itself, in an act of supreme devotion. Unfortunately, these young men often fail to understand that the sacrifice of their lives may be the easiest of all sacrifices, much easier, for instance, than giving up five or six years of their seething youth to hard study, to the acquisition of knowledge which would increase their strength tenfold in the service of that same cause, and in the performance of the great works they aspire to. But to sacrifice those few years to study often proves too much for them.

The bit about watching out for your own lies is an idea which he elaborates on when speaking to Fyodor Karamazov (a person who is an endless stream of lies and buffoonery):

A man who lies to himself, and believes his own lies, becomes unable to recognize truth, either in himself or in anyone else, and he ends up losing respect for himself as well as for others. When he has no respect for anyone, he can no longer love and, in order to divert himself, having no love in him, he yields to his impulses, indulges in the lowest forms of pleasure, and behaves in the end like an animal, in satisfying his vices. And it all comes from lying—lying to others and to yourself. A man who lies to himself, for instance, can take offense whenever he wishes, for there are times when it is rather pleasant to feel wronged—don’t you agree? So a man may know very well that no one has offended him, and may invent an offense, lie just for the beauty of it, or exaggerate what someone said to create a situation, making a mountain out of a molehill. And although he is well aware of it himself, he nevertheless does feel offended because he enjoys doing so, derives great pleasure from it, and so he comes to feel real hostility toward the imaginary offender… But, please, get up off your knees and sit down. You know very well that your kneeling is also an insincere gesture, a lie…”

At a later time, we observe the Elder giving guidance to his fellow monks:

“Love one another, fathers. Love God’s people. We are no holier than those outside, just because we have shut ourselves up behind these walls. Just the opposite, by coming here, each of us has acknowledged to himself that he is worse than those who remain outside, worse than anyone in the world. The longer a monk lives within the monastery walls, the more acutely must he be aware of this. Otherwise there was no reason for him to come here. It is only when it is revealed to him that not only is he worse than all those outside these walls, but also that he is responsible to all men for everyone and everything, for all human sins, universal and individual—only then will he have achieved the purpose of his seclusion. For I want you to know, my beloved ones, that every one of us is responsible for all men and for everything on earth, not only responsible through the universal responsibility of mankind, but responsible personally—every man for all people and for each individual man who lives on earth. Such an awareness is the crown of a monk’s life and, indeed, the crown of any human life on earth. For monks are no different from other men, and they must be what other men ought to strive to become. Only then will our hearts be moved by a love that is infinite and universal, and knows no surfeit.

…

And, above all, remember—do not be proud! Do not be proud before the weak or before the mighty. Do not hate those who reject you, those who dishonor you, those who abuse you and slander you. Do not hate atheists, or teachers of evil, or materialists, whether they are wicked or good—for many among them are good people, especially in our time. Remember them in your prayers thus: ‘Save all those, O Lord, who have no one to pray for them, and all who refuse to pray.’ And you must add this to that prayer: ‘I do not pray for them out of pride, O Lord, for I myself am the most loathsome creature of all’

The last bit likely sounds strange to many readers as it goes against our modern culture. But this is an important aspect of how humility is cultivated in the Christian tradition. Recall as well how Markel found it joyful to admit his guilt before all—so don’t presume that the Elder expects the monks to feel bad as they say this.

Look at the worldly, at those who set themselves above the people of God—have they not distorted the image of God and His truth? They have science, but science contains nothing that does not come through the senses. The spiritual world, the nobler side of man’s being, has been rejected altogether, banned as it were triumphantly, perhaps even with hatred. The world has proclaimed freedom, now more loudly than ever; but what do we find in that freedom of theirs? Nothing but enslavement and suicide! The world says: “You have needs—satisfy them. You have as much right as the rich and the mighty. Don’t hesitate to satisfy your needs; indeed, expand your needs and demand more.” This is the worldly doctrine of today. And they believe that this is freedom. The result for the rich is isolation and suicide, for the poor, envy and murder; for while the poor have been handed all these rights, they have not been given the means to enjoy them.

…

Some claim that the world is gradually becoming united, that it will grow into a brotherly community as distances shrink and ideas are transmitted through the air. Alas, you must not believe that men can be united in this way. To consider freedom as directly dependent on the number of man’s requirements and the extent of their immediate satisfaction shows a twisted understanding of human nature, for such an interpretation only breeds in men a multitude of senseless, stupid desires and habits and endless preposterous inventions. People are more and more moved by envy now, by the desire to satisfy their material greed, and by vanity.

Giving dinners, riding in private carriages, occupying high social positions, and having myriads of servants—these are considered so important by some that they devote their whole lives to acquiring them and sacrifice for their sake their love of their fellow men, and sometimes even kill themselves if they cannot obtain what they believe they must have. It is the same with those who are not rich. And, as to the poor, who cannot satisfy their needs at all, they just drown their envy of others in alcohol.

…

Now let me ask you: Do you really think that such men are free? One “champion of freedom” told me himself that when he was arrested and deprived of tobacco, the privation was so painful to him that he was on the verge of betraying his “cause,” just to get something to smoke. And this was a man who said: “I am fighting for mankind!” What can such a man do, though—what is he good for, unless he acts on some sudden impulse? He will never be able to endure pain for the sake of his “cause.” So it is not surprising that, instead of freedom, they lapse into slavery, that, instead of promoting unity and brotherhood, they encourage division and isolation, as my mysterious guest and teacher explained to me in my youth. That is why the idea of service to mankind and brotherly love has been dying out in the world; indeed, now it is often sneered at, for what can a man do who has become the slave of the innumerable needs and habits he has invented for himself? He lives in his separate little world and does not care about the great world outside. The result of all this is that, today, when more material goods have been accumulated than ever, there is less joy.

The elder is speaking of Russia in the 19th century, but if you replace “private carriages” and “myriads of servants” with “nice cars” and “myriads of followers on social media” I feel that he could very well be talking about 21st century America.

People may ridicule the vows of obedience, fasting, and prayer, yet these are the only way to attain true freedom. It is by discarding cumbersome and unnecessary demands, by subduing and disciplining selfish and conceited aspirations, by obedience, that the monk, with God’s help, achieves spiritual freedom and thereby finds spiritual happiness.

…

And we in turn could ask those who scoff at us: “If we are the victims of a delusion, what about you? When will you build your own edifice and organize your life justly by reason alone and without Christ?” For when they claim that it is they who are working for the union of men, only the credulous among them really believe it and, indeed, it is surprising that they can be so credulous. The truth is that they indulge in wishful thinking much more than we do. In trying to bring about a just society without Christ, they will end up by flooding the world with blood, for blood cries out for more blood and he who lives by the sword shall perish by the sword.

Given that this was written before the Russian Revolution and the whole bloody mess of the 20th century, this is an impressive insight, and it is perhaps because of quotes like this that some call The Brothers Karamazov prophetic.

I’ve missed the discussions of it in my highlights, but in the book Dostoevsky takes a dim view of the socialism popular among atheists at the time. He perceives that such a system would not work given his understanding of human nature and sees the atheist socialists as dangerously naive. And he comes to this conclusion without the benefit of hindsight that we have! For Dostoevsky, socialism can only work when coupled with fundamental psychological change, and he sees Christianity, particularly of the Russian Orthodox variety, as the best bet for bringing this about.

Elder Zosima gives his final wisdom before he passes away:

There will be moments when you will feel perplexed, especially in the presence of human sin. You will ask yourself: “Must I combat it by force or try to overcome it by humble love?” Always choose humble love, always. Once you have chosen it, you will always have what you need to conquer the whole world. Loving humility is a powerful force, the most powerful, and there is nothing in the world to approach it.

…

And this is what I think of Satan’s pride: it is difficult for us on earth to perceive it and so we readily slip into error, become contaminated by it, and then delude ourselves that we are performing great and admirable deeds. Besides, there are many human emotions and twists in human nature that men on earth are still unable to understand.

…

But while we are on earth, we grope almost as though in the dark and, but for the precious image of Christ before us, we would lose our way completely and perish, just as men did during the flood. Much is hidden from us on earth but, as compensation, we have been given a mysterious, sacred sense of a living bond with another world, with a lofty and superior world; and, indeed, the roots of our thoughts and feelings are not in the earth but in other worlds. That is why the philosophers say it is impossible for us on earth to grasp the essence of things. God took the seeds of other worlds and sowed them on this earth and they sprouted in His garden; everything that could grow, did. And all that has grown remains alive and lives by its awareness of its ties to other, mysterious worlds, and if that awareness weakens or dies in you, then all that has grown within you will also die. And you will become indifferent to life, will even come to hate it.

…

When you find yourself alone, pray. Learn to enjoy prostrating yourself and kissing the earth. Kiss it tirelessly, love it insatiably, love all men and all things, seek that fervor and ecstasy of love. Water the earth with tears of joy and love those tears. And do not be ashamed of these raptures, treasure them: they are a special gift of God that He has not given to many—only to the elect few.

This is the last of Zosima’s teachings.

Ivan

Let’s now return to Ivan, and follow his thread through the story. The Karamazovs have decided to go see the elder in order for him to arbitrate between Dmitry and his father (since he is a holy man and likely to give wise judgment). They have some downtime when the elder has to go off to attend to some other matters and so those gathered begin to discuss other topics including Ivan's article in a magazine where he defends the church in a matter of church and state arguing a pro-church position. Peter Miusov (a relatively minor character who will not appear elsewhere in this review) then relates this anecdote:

“Let me, instead, tell you another little story, this one about Mr. Ivan Karamazov himself, an extremely interesting and characteristic story, I think. Well, not more than five days ago, in a company consisting mostly of ladies of our town, he solemnly declared, in the course of a discussion, that there was nothing on earth to force men to love their fellow men, that there was no law of nature that a man should love mankind, and that if there was love on earth it did not stem from any natural law but rather from man’s belief in immortality. And here he added parenthetically that if there was any natural law, it was precisely this: Destroy a man’s belief in immortality and not only will his ability to love wither away within him but, along with it, the force that impels him to continue his existence on earth. Moreover, nothing would be immoral then, everything would be permitted, even cannibalism. He went even further, finally asserting that, for every individual—people like us now, for instance—who does not believe in God or immortality, the natural moral law immediately becomes the opposite of religious law and that absolute egotism, even carried to the extent of crime, must not only be tolerated but even recognized as the wisest and perhaps the noblest course…”

…

“Just a minute!” Dmitry shouted unexpectedly. “I want to get it straight: crime must be considered not only as admissible but even as the logical and inevitable consequence of an atheist’s position. Did I get it right?”

“You’ve got it right,” Father Paisii said.

“Good, I’ll remember that.”

…

“Is this really your conviction about what would happen if men lost their faith in the immortality of the soul?” the elder asked, looking at Ivan.

“Yes, I did argue that there is no virtue if there is no immortality.”

“If you believe that, you must be either blissfully happy or desperately unhappy.”

“Why unhappy?” Ivan asked, smiling.

“Because it is extremely unlikely that you yourself believe either in the immortality of your soul or even in what you wrote about the Church and the problems of Church and State.”

“You may be right. But I wasn’t simply joking when I said all that,” Ivan admitted quite unexpectedly, albeit blushing slightly.

“True, you weren’t just joking: you haven’t quite solved that problem in your heart and it still torments you. But a man who suffers also sometimes likes to divert himself with his own despair, and that also out of despair, we may say. For the moment, your despair is driving you, too, to divert yourself, either by writing magazine articles or by expressing daring, sophisticated opinions in cultured company, while you do not believe in your dialectics yourself and laugh at them inwardly, although it hurts you… Within you, that problem has not been solved and yours is a great unhappiness, because the problem demands an answer.”

“But is it possible that there is an answer for me? I mean, could there be an affirmative answer?” Ivan said in a strange questioning tone, looking at the elder with a quizzical little smile.

“If the answer cannot be affirmative, it can never be negative either, for, as you know very well yourself, that is a peculiarity of your nature and the source of your suffering. But you must thank your Creator for having given you a heart so noble that it can experience this torment: ‘to mind high things and to seek high things forasmuch as our dwelling is in heaven.’ May God grant that your heart find the answer while you are still on this earth, and may He bless you on your journey through life!”

The elder raised his hand and was about to make the sign of the cross toward Ivan, when Ivan suddenly got up, walked over to him, received his blessing, kissed his hand, and went back to his seat—all without uttering a sound. He looked grave and determined.

It is mentioned earlier in the story that the elder is able to read people very well and here he gives an accurate reading of Ivan's motivations for writing the magazine article and expressing this extreme opinion. Although Ivan is not convinced of his own opinion he shares it anyway and that will have unfortunate consequences, since his ideas influence others in negative ways. Note how Father Paisii affirms Ivan’s idea, likely on the idea that man is lost without the Christian faith. This sort of all-or-nothing attitude has unfortunate consequences for anyone who begins to doubt. The elder does not share Father Paisii’s attitude of course, since—as we saw earlier—he sees the path of loving others as the way to faith for those who doubt.

This exchange does a fair job of presenting Ivan’s role in the story. He grapples with the fundamental questions of human existence, and since he has not yet found a satisfactory solution for himself, he suffers. Even though Ivan is full of doubt he is still grateful to receive the elder’s blessing. This, together with his pro-church article, suggests that he is not altogether hostile toward Christianity, though he sees flaws in it.

Of Ivan’s idea, Rakitin later opines to Alyosha:

His whole theory is vile! Mankind can find enough strength within itself to live for virtue’s sake, even without believing in the immortality of the soul. In the love of freedom, of equality and the brotherhood of man, it will find it...

Dostoevsky likely doesn’t think much of this view, as Rakitin displays a lack of scruples over the course of the story, and is selfish and unpleasant. This is emphasized much later in the story when Dmitry relates a conversation he had with him.

Solving the problem of existence is easy for Rakitin: ‘If you wanted to do something useful today, you could, for instance, fight for people’s civil rights or even maintain the price of beef at a reasonable level; that would be a simpler and more direct way of manifesting your love for mankind than playing with all kinds of philosophical theories.’ So I said to him: ‘But if there’s no God, you’d jerk up the price of beef yourself if you knew how to, and if you had a chance, if you could, you’d fleece people to make a ruble of profit on each kopek.’ That made him angry.

At some point after meeting with the elder, Ivan meets with Alyosha for a conversation with just the two of them, and presents Alyosha with challenges concerning God and the Christian faith.

I want you to understand that it is not God that I refuse to accept, but the world that He has created—what I do not accept and cannot accept is the God-created world. However, let me make it clear that, like a babe, I trust that the wounds will heal, the scars will vanish, that the sorry and ridiculous spectacle of man’s disagreements and clashes will disappear like a pitiful mirage, like the sordid invention of a puny, microscopic, Euclidean, human brain, and that, in the end, in the universal finale, at the moment universal harmony is achieved, something so magnificent will take place that it will satisfy every human heart, allay all indignation, pay for all human crimes, for all the blood shed by men, and enable everyone not only to forgive everything but also to justify everything that has happened to men. Well, that day may come; all this may come to pass—but I personally still do not accept this world. I refuse to accept it!

Alyosha asks Ivan why he cannot accept the world, and Ivan relates stories that he has collected of children being abused or tortured. Ivan explains that he uses the example of children because the children have not yet lost their innocence, and so it seems to be clear evidence that the world is unjust.

This may be a good place to note that Dostoevsky had a three year old child named Alyosha that died of epilepsy while he was putting together notes for the book.

“I have never been able to understand how it was possible to love one’s neighbors. And I mean precisely one’s neighbors, because I can conceive of the possibility of loving those who are far away. I read somewhere about a saint, John the Merciful, who, when a hungry, frozen beggar came to him and asked him to warm him, lay down with him, put his arms around him, and breathed into the man’s reeking mouth that was festering with the sores of some horrible disease. I’m convinced that he did so in a state of frenzy, that it was a false gesture, that this act of love was dictated by some self-imposed penance. If I must love my fellow man, he had better hide himself, for no sooner do I see his face than there’s an end to my love for him.”

“Elder Zosima has often discussed that,” Alyosha remarked. “He also said that a man’s face often prevents those inexperienced in love from loving him. But then there is much love in men, almost Christ-like love, I know that myself, Ivan…”

“Well, I for one know nothing about it yet. I cannot understand it, and there are masses of people just like me. The question is, then, whether this is because people are bad or because that is their nature. In my opinion, Christ’s love for human beings was an impossible miracle on earth. But He was God. And we are no gods.

The Grand Inquisitor

Trust to what your heart will tell you,

For from heaven no sign comes.

(Last chance to read “The Grand Inquisitor” before we get into it. This is considered by many to be the best part of the book.)

Ivan tells Alyosha about a story he wrote a while back. (It’s called a “poem”, but at least in the English version it doesn’t seem very poetic) The story is set in Seville in Spain at the time of the Spanish inquisition. Jesus shows up in town as the second coming but he does not speak because it is said He is not allowed to add to the teachings that He has already given. And so Jesus simply heals the sick and crowds gather around Him before the Grand Inquisitor finds Him and locks Him up. The Grand Inquisitor himself goes to see Him and reveals that he knows who He is and yet despite this he will remain imprisoned and in fact they will be executing Him tomorrow. Knowing that it is Jesus he feels no need to hold back and confesses everything…

So, in the end, they will lay their freedom at our feet and say to us: “Enslave us, but feed us!” And they will finally understand that freedom and the assurance of daily bread for everyone are two incompatible notions that could never coexist! They will also discover that men can never be free because they are weak, corrupt, worthless, and restless. You promised them heavenly bread but, I repeat, how can that bread compete against earthly bread in dealing with the weak, ungrateful, permanently corrupt human species? And even if hundreds or thousands of men follow You for the sake of heavenly bread, what will happen to the millions who are too weak to forego their earthly bread? Or is it only the thousands of the strong and mighty who are dear to Your heart, while the millions of others, the weak ones, who love You too, weak as they are, and who are as numerous as the grains of sand on the beach, are to serve as material for the strong and mighty? But we are concerned with the weak too! They are corrupt and undisciplined, but in the end they will be the obedient ones! They will marvel at us and worship us like gods, because, by becoming their masters, we have accepted the burden of freedom that they were too frightened to face, just because we have agreed to rule over them—that is how terrifying freedom will have become to them finally! We shall tell them, though, that we are loyal to You and that we rule over them in Your name. We shall be lying, because we do not intend to allow You to come back. And it is in this deception that our suffering will consist, because we will have to lie! So this is the meaning of the first question You were asked in the desert, and this is what You rejected in the name of the freedom that You put above all else. And yet that question contains one of the great mysteries on which our world is founded. Had You been willing to give them bread, You would have satisfied the eternal craving of both individual man and human society as a whole—to have someone to worship. There is nothing a free man is so anxious to do as to find something to worship. But it must be something unquestionable, that all men can agree to worship communally. For the great concern of these miserable creatures is not that every individual should find something to worship that he personally considers worthy of worship, but that they should find something in which they can all believe and which they can all worship in common; it is essential that it should be in common. And it is precisely that requirement of shared worship that has been the principal source of suffering for individual man and the human race since the beginning of history. In their efforts to impose universal worship, men have unsheathed their swords and killed one another. They have invented gods and challenged each other: “Discard your gods and worship mine or I will destroy both your gods and you!”

And this is how it will be until the end of time, even after gods have vanished from the earth—for they are bound, in the end, to yield to idols. You knew, You couldn’t help knowing, this fundamental mystery of human nature and, knowing it, You nevertheless spurned the only banner that was offered You, that would have made them follow You and worship You without a murmur—the banner of earthly bread. But You chose to reject it in the name of freedom, in the name of spiritual bread! And look what You did after that, again in the name of freedom. I tell You once more that man has no more pressing, agonizing need than the need to find someone to whom he can hand over as quickly as possible the gift of freedom with which the poor wretch comes into the world. But only one who can appease a man’s conscience can take his freedom from him.

…

Man is weak and despicable. What if, today, he rebels everywhere against our authority and is proud of his rebellion? It is a childish pride, the pride of a schoolboy, of little children rioting in their classroom and driving out their teacher. But the end will come soon and they will have to pay dearly for their fun. They will raze churches and flood the earth with blood, but the stupid children will finally realize themselves that, although they are rebels, they are weak and are unable to bear their own rebellion. Shedding their silly tears, they will finally admit that He who created them rebels intended to mock them and no more. They will say it in despair and it will be blasphemy, and then they will be even more unhappy, because human nature cannot bear blasphemy and in the end always punishes itself for it. And so man’s lot is nothing but unrest, confusion, and unhappiness

…

[The strong] bore Your cross, they endured years and years of hunger in a barren wilderness, living on roots and locusts—and, of course, You can point proudly at these children of freedom, at their freely given love, and at their magnificent suffering for Your sake. Remember, though, there were only a few thousand of them and even these were gods rather than men. But what about the rest? Why should the rest of mankind, the weak ones, suffer because they are unable to stand what the strong ones can? Why is it the fault of a weak soul if he cannot live up to such terrifying gifts? Can it really be true that You came only for the chosen few? If that is so, it is a mystery that we cannot understand; and if it is a mystery, we have the right to preach to man that what matters is not freedom of choice or love, but a mystery that he must worship blindly, even at the expense of his conscience. And that is exactly what we have done. We have corrected Your work and have now founded it on miracle, mystery, and authority. And men rejoice at being led like cattle again, with the terrible gift of freedom that brought them so much suffering removed from them.

…

Freedom, free-thinking, and science will lead men into such confusion and confront them with such dilemmas and insoluble riddles that the fierce and rebellious will destroy one another; others who are rebellious but weaker will destroy themselves, while the weakest and most miserable will crawl to our feet and cry out to us: “Yes, you were right. You alone possessed His secret, and we have come back to you. Save us from ourselves!”

…

And everyone will be happy, all the millions of beings, with the exception of the hundred thousand men who are called upon to rule over them. For only we, the keepers of the secret, will be unhappy. There will be millions upon millions of happy babes and one hundred thousand sufferers who have accepted the burden of the knowledge of good and evil. They will die peacefully with Your name on their lips, but beyond the grave they will find nothing but death. But we shall keep the secret and, for their own happiness, we shall dangle before them the reward of eternal, heavenly bliss. For we know that, even if there is something in the other world, it is certainly not for such as they.

Here we see the problem of religious tribalism in the “requirement of shared worship”. People are brought together in their desire to worship together, but this runs into our innate tendency toward tribalism, and even if the founder of the tradition says “do not judge” and to “love your enemies” the attitude of “if you aren't with us you are against us” seems to inevitably develop as time goes on.

Religious traditions become changed over time, and in this case the Inquisitor provides a justification for the changes that they have made—the tradition had to be changed for the sake of the masses. Jesus' teaching was too difficult for most people to follow and only a handful of elites could follow it and find spiritual freedom—heavenly bread. Instead of giving the people this heavenly bread the church instead takes away their freedom and gives them earthly bread which is apparently the best that they can hope for given the hopelessly corrupt condition of human nature and inability to live up to Jesus’ new paradigm.

The idea of freedom as a terrible burden stands so contrary to our culture in which we value freedom and autonomy highly, and in which the expectation is that the more freedom one has, the happier one will be. But the idea is presented that this freedom only leads to misery and therefore the most important thing for a man to do is to find someone to submit himself to and give his freedom up. The Inquisitor makes out like this is somehow different from what Jesus taught although it seems to me that it would be the case that Jesus thought we ought to submit to God, so the key difference between the two is whether there is a human authority forcing it or not.

Nevertheless, this idea—freedom as a burden—is interesting, and looking at certain aspects of life we may provide support for it. For example, having an authority tell you what to do and simple being able to obey instead of having to make decisions for oneself is a pretty straightforward way to live. If you have to plan everything for yourself there’s a whole lot of anxiety and worry to be had in that, and many people find it to be too much. Consider all the men who join the military whose lives were a mess and then find that when they have someone shouting and yelling at them to do things suddenly they have the discipline to do all the stuff that they are supposed to do. And then some find it difficult transitioning to civilian life due to the sudden regaining of autonomy.

From my own career, one memory that stands out is a time when my boss's boss came to give me a task directly and ask for me to produce some report that she needed as soon as possible. Suddenly I had a lot of motivation and I wanted to do a good job at the task and I really had a good time seeing how fast I could get the task done. I did the job well and very quickly, and she was pleased. It was a very different experience from my normal day-to-day where I would pull down tickets from our ticketing system, and I found it far more satisfying.

And of course many people find that life as an adult is a lot more difficult than being a child, where you can just trust the adults to take care of you and do what they say. Of course there are those who chafed at the rule of adults and experienced childhood as oppressive, so that's something worth bearing in mind. I suppose these people probably don’t care for having a boss tell them what to do as an adult either.

We won’t look at it here, but I really enjoyed the ending to this story as well as the dialogue between Alyosha and Ivan in this part.

Alyosha’s Doubt

Despite listening to Ivan's blasphemous ideas Alyosha’s faith is not shaken and it seems that nothing can make him give up his piety. But his faith is finally shaken when the elder dies.

Due to the elder's greatness it was expected that his death would be followed by some great miracle and so everyone anticipates that something remarkable will happen. Zosima’s body is placed into a coffin in his cell where a bit of ceremony is held. There are legends that the body of a saint after it dies will not experience decay and if it gives off any smell it will be a pleasant one. But it isn't long before visitors notice the body giving off an unpleasant odor as corpses naturally do. And then those who hated the elder due to dislike of the institution of the elder and those who envied that he was regarded as such a great saint take the odor as a sign that the elder was a false saint.

Then some began to criticize openly the recently deceased elder, and even to make accusations against him.

“His teachings were false,” some confused monks said. “He taught that life was a great joy and not tearful resignation.”

“His interpretation was too modern,” others, even more confused, joined in. “He didn’t believe in actual physical fire in hell.”

“He didn’t observe the fasts very strictly,” some of the envious said. “He indulged in sweet things; he liked to have his tea with the cherry jam that was sent him by rich ladies. Is that right for an ascetic?”

“He sat in pride and fancied himself a saint,” the most spiteful said cruelly; “people knelt and prostrated themselves before him and he accepted it as normal, as his due.”

One opponent of the elder among the monks was Father Ferapont. Father Farapont is extremely strict with his fasts and therefore garners a great deal of respect among the monks despite his “eccentricities”—he sees demons everywhere and thought the elder far too lax. Hearing of the incident with the body odor he shows up to the room with the body as the ceremony is being held…

Raising his arms over his head, Father Ferapont roared:

“Casting out, I cast out!”

Then, describing a full circle, he made the sign of the cross eight times in succession, once on each wall and once in each corner. Those who had followed him understood his gesture at once, for they knew that he always did this whenever he entered a room and that he would never sit down anywhere or utter one word until he had driven out the unholy spirits.

“Satan, get thee hence; Satan, get thee hence,” he said each time he made the sign of the cross. “Casting out, I cast out!” he roared again when he had finished his ritual.

He wore his coarse cassock with a rope around the waist. His hemp shirt was open at the neck, showing his chest covered with gray hair. He was barefoot. When he waved his arms, the heavy chains he wore under his cassock clanked.

…

“My Lord has conquered! Christ has overcome the setting sun!”

His voice was frantic, his hands were raised toward the sun, his face was pressed against the earth. Then he began to sob, crying aloud like a little child, his body shaking convulsively, his arms now spread out crosswise on the ground.

The whole crowd was around him now, shouting excitedly, some beginning to sob with him. They were all gripped by a strange frenzy.

“Here’s the one who is really a saint!” “Here’s a truly righteous man!” was shouted from the crowd. The monks were no longer afraid, and some even cried out spitefully: “He’s the one who should be an elder!”

The Elder Zosima, despite being so wise and despite winning over so many people with his saintliness during his life, nevertheless is considered disgraced following his death due to something as superficial as the odor of his corpse. The people are quick to replace their respect for him and his teachings with respect for a raving madman, who seems more impressive to them in his extreme demonstrations of piety.

Alyosha, being already grieved by the death of the elder, finds all this to be too much and he enters into a state of despair. He has been deeply shaken. Rakitin finds Alyosha in this state, and delighting in the opportunity to corrupt the pious novice he takes him to the home of a certain woman…

Which is a fun scene, but we won’t get into it here.

Eventually, Alyosha comes back by himself to the monastery where Father Paisii is reading from the gospels. Exhausted by the events of the day, Alyosha drifts off into sleep and begins to dream…

it’s Cana of Galilee, the first miracle… Ah, that miracle, what a lovely miracle! It wasn’t sorrow, it was human happiness that Christ extolled, and the first miracle He worked was to bring men happiness… ‘He who loves men loves their happiness,’ Father Zosima used to repeat so often—that was one of his guiding ideas… Whatever is true and beautiful is always full of forgiveness—the elder used to say that too…

Alyosha is then there at the wedding feast within the dream and to his surprise he finds the elder, who invites Alyosha to drink with him.

“Let us enjoy ourselves,” said the dried-up little man. “Let us drink new wine, the wine of great, new happiness. Look at all the guests, and look, there are the bridegroom and the bride. And now the wise governor of the feast will taste the new wine.

…

“Can you see our sun now? Can you see Him?”

“I am afraid… I don’t dare look,” Alyosha whispered.

“Don’t be frightened of Him. Though He is frightening in His greatness, terrifying in His majesty, He is also infinitely merciful and, out of love, He has made Himself like one of us and shares our joy and turns our water into wine, so that the joy of the guests shall not cease, and He invites more and more guests, unceasingly, more new guests forever and ever. Look, see, they are bringing new vessels in…”

A bright flame burned in Alyosha’s heart. His heart was full to the brim and even pained him. Tears of rapture welled up from his soul. He stretched out his arms and awoke…

Ivan’s Demon

Later in the story, it is revealed that Ivan has a brain fever, and once upon returning to his home he finds a man there, who purports to be the devil. Ivan takes the man to be an apparition borne out of his condition, and though the devil says a lot of clever things, Ivan insists that they are all ideas he has had before, and hates the devil for repeating back his own ideas to him.

For me this was the most enjoyable part of the book. The demon goes on at length, but I’ll just provide a few highlights.

My fondest wish is to be able to incarnate myself once and for all into some two-hundred-pound merchant’s wife and to believe seriously in all those things that she believes in. My ideal is to go to church, light a candle, and offer up a prayer with the utmost sincerity. I swear this is true. That would be the end of my torments…

By some predestination that goes back to primeval times, by a decree that I could never make any sense of, I have been designated to be the Negator, despite my kindly nature and the fact that I’m really very poorly fitted for ‘negation.’ ‘Never mind,’ my protests were brushed aside, ‘there must be negation, because without it there would be no criticism. You understand,’ I was told, ‘it would be just like having a magazine without a criticism section. It would be nothing but one uninterrupted hosannah. And in life, sheer hosannah is not enough, for things must be tested in the crucible of doubt, and so on and so forth.’ I don’t really have to go into all that, for I didn’t create the world, and I’m not responsible for it. Anyway, they had to have a scapegoat, so they made me write my column of criticism and that made life possible. We understand this comedy. I, for instance, demand annihilation for myself. ‘No,’ they told me, ‘you just have to live, because without you there would be nothing. For if everything on earth was reasonable, nothing would ever happen; there would be no happenings without you and we must have happenings.’ And so here I am, serving under protest so as to make it possible for things to happen, and acting against reason on superior orders. And people take all this comedy seriously, even people endowed with indisputable intelligence. And that’s their tragedy. Of course they suffer, but that still doesn’t prevent them from living, and living a real, not an imaginary, life, because suffering is life. What joy would there be in life if there were no suffering? Everything would become one endless hymn of thanks to God, which would be very holy but rather dull too.

…

A blonde, twenty-year-old Norman girl comes to an old Jesuit father. A buxom, natural beauty—makes you drool just to look at her. She bends down and whispers her sins to the priest through that little grill. ‘What are you saying, my daughter—already? You’ve fallen again?’ the Jesuit exclaims. ‘Oh, Sancta Maria, and not even with the same man! How long will this continue, tell me? Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?’ ‘Ah, mon père,’ the sinner answered him, the tears flowing down her cheeks, ‘ça lui fait tant de plaisir et à moi si peu de peine! [it gives him so much pleasure and me so little pain!]’ What do you think of that answer! Well, I gave up on her: that was a true cry of nature, purer, if you will, than innocence itself! And so I absolved her sin and was about to leave when I heard the old Jesuit arranging, through that little grill of the confessional, to meet her later. Just think—that old man, hard as flint, and there he fell in the twinkling of an eye! The truth is, though, that nature took its due!

…

I heard the joyful cries of the cherubim singing and shouting hosannah and the thunderous, rapturous shouts of the seraphim that shook heaven and all creation. And I swear to you by all that is holy that I longed to join the choir and shout, ‘Hosannah’ with the rest! The word was forming in my throat and almost escaped from my lips, for, as you may well know, I’m very sensitive and artistically receptive. But then my common sense, which is my most unhappy feature, kept me within my assigned limits and I missed the opportune moment. Because, I thought, what would happen after I shouted, ‘Hosannah’? Everything in the world would be extinguished and there would be no more happenings. And so it was only out of my sense of duty and in deference to my public image that I stifled the good impulses within me and remained in my assigned position, to take care of the dirty work. Somebody claims all the honor for good works, leaving me nothing but the foul play. But I did not covet the honor of living a life of deceit, for I am not vainglorious. So why must I be the only creature in the world condemned to the curses of all decent people, even to be kicked by them, for when I assume human form I must face all the consequences of it too? Why, I know for sure that there is a secret there, a secret they’ll never reveal to me, for if I found out what it was all about, I might very well start shouting, ‘Hosannah!’ and the indispensable minus sign would disappear, reasonableness would rule the world, and it would be the end of everything, including the newspapers and magazines, for who would think of subscribing to them then?

Ivan’s Virtue

Toward the end of the story, Ivan meets a certain man to talk about a crime that has taken place.  To Ivan’s surprise, the man confesses to being the culprit, and he professes that he did it all because of Ivan.

I did it above all simply because ‘everything is permitted.’ And the truth is, I learned that from you; you taught me many things at that time, things like, since there is no infinite God, there’s no such thing as virtue either and there’s no need for it at all. You were right there. And that’s the way I understood it.”

Ivan expresses a desire to share what he now knows in court, and he is taunted by his interlocutor, since for Ivan to testify would go against not only Ivan’s professed philosophy, but his self-interest as well.

“It’s impossible. You’re very, very intelligent. You love money, I know that. And you like people to honor and respect you, because you’re very proud. You also like women too much. Yes, and what you like most of all is to live in comfort and security without having to bow to anyone for it. So it doesn’t seem likely that you’ll want to cover yourself with shame and disgrace by accusing yourself in court tomorrow.

In spite of all this, Ivan insists he will do the right thing, commits to doing so, and then takes leave to head back to his own place.

The blizzard was still raging. Ivan started out energetically enough, but soon his steps became uncertain and he began to sway. “This is something physical,” he thought with a grin. A strange happiness had come over him now. He felt full of determination: there would be no more wavering for him, wavering such as had caused him so much suffering lately. His mind was made up and he wasn’t going to change it, he thought cheerfully. At that moment he stumbled against something and almost fell. He saw in the darkness that it was the little peasant, still lying there unconscious. By now almost his whole face was covered with snow. Ivan suddenly bent down, picked the man up, and, carrying him on his back, went on until he saw a house with a light inside. He knocked on the window and asked the man who answered to help him to carry the peasant to the police station, promising to give him three rubles for his help. The man put his coat on and came out.

I won’t go into the details of how Ivan finally succeeded in getting the peasant to the police station, seeing that the man got properly taken care of and examined by a doctor, and generously providing “for possible expenses.” I shall only say that it took almost a whole hour of his time, but Ivan felt that it was well worth his while.

His thoughts wandered as his mind worked intently. “If I hadn’t made up my mind so definitely about tomorrow,” he suddenly thought with delight, “I wouldn’t have stopped and spent a whole hour looking after that peasant; I would have just gone on and not cared a damn if he froze to death… It’s strange, though, that I can make all these observations about myself,” he thought with even greater delight, “while those people there believe I’m going mad!”

When he reached his house and was about to go in, he stopped and asked himself: “Shouldn’t I go and see the prosecutor right now and tell him everything without waiting?” But he answered his own question by entering the house. “Let it all be done tomorrow at the same time!” he whispered and at that very second all his joy and happiness vanished.

This is the closest Dosteovsky gets to providing a solution to Ivan's dilemma about how someone could be virtuous without belief in an immortal soul or in God. As soon as Ivan sets his theories aside and just acts in accordance with his conscience, not for his own benefit but for the benefit of another, suddenly he is relieved of a burden that he has endured over the course of the book and his suffering is supplanted by lighthearted joy.

Recall how earlier in the story Ivan told us about St John the Merciful and said that it must have been in a state of frenzy that the saint would wrap his arms around a freezing beggar, but here Ivan disproves this idea by his own behavior (unless we consider Ivan's good mood to be a "frenzy"), since here he takes care of a freezing peasant as though it were the only option in the midst of this pleasant mood he is in, he acts virtuously without any psychological difficulty.

But then his old habits return, he procrastinates on doing the good deed he set out to do, and the good mood is gone.

Humility

To man prostrated in the dust,

Joy brings friends and cheering wine;

Gives the insects sensual lust,

Angels—happiness divine.

Humility (and its opposite, pride) is one of the biggest themes in the book, and Elder Zosima has said that loving humility is the most powerful force, but what does science have to say about humility? Do we have any new knowledge since the time the book was written?

It turns out that it's not so easy to measure humility so not much research has been done. Nevertheless, I did find a series of studies at the University of Northern Texas published in 2011, where researchers devised a new method for the measurement of humility, the Relational Humility Scale (RHS). To get a sense of the scale, let’s have a look at Table 1 from the study:

[image: ]

(Note that these evaluations are done by “other-reports”. In other words, they get someone who knows the subject to evaluate the subject.)

To get a sense of what sorts of things are correlated with humility, let’s have a look at Table 2:

[image: ]

We see that, toward a person who has given offense, a humble person is more able to forgive, has less of a tendency to avoid the person or seek revenge, and has more empathy toward their offender. We also see in their close relationships (in this case a relationship with a parent) they exhibit more virtuous behavior and have more positive emotion and less negative emotion. In other words, they do good things and they feel good. Those with a sense of being superior to others (pride) have the inverse—they are less virtuous and tend to feel worse.

This calls to mind teachings of Jesus like “the last shall be first and the first shall be last” or “he who humbles himself will be exalted” which is typically taken to be an eschatological statement about things to come, but perhaps we can consider the possibility that these teachings are not (exclusively) about some future heaven, but point to a truth of our psychology here and now, and how our present lives can be made more heavenly.

One might be wondering if virtue and feeling good actually go hand in hand, why do so many people lack virtue? Why don’t they do something that makes them feel good? I think the answer is we are driven by instincts and compulsions which do not necessarily lead to wellbeing. Consider, as an example, how many people still use tobacco products. This could be another reason why the elder recommends looking out for our own lies—we are often swindling ourselves. It’s also not very clear looking out at the world that virtue and feeling good are connected (via humility), since there are so many who don a mask of humble virtue for the sake of pride.

So humility looks like it is of great benefit both to the person who has it, and of course for those around that person. But how does one become more humble?

In the book, the monks give a demonstration of how one can be humble in the face of an offender. At some point Fyodor Karamazov shows up to a dinner that the monks have provided for the family who are at the monastery as guests. Karamazov, always behaving like a buffoon, proceeds to insult the monks and question their motives. The Father Superior responds:

“It was said long ago: ‘Many have spoken out against me, saying evil things, and hearing them I said to myself: it is the healing of the Lord and He has sent it to cure my vain soul!’ Therefore we thank you humbly, dear guest.”

He bowed waist-deep to Karamazov.

“Tut-tut-tut, the same old phrases, the same old hypocrisy! A pack of old lies, the old bowing that has become meaningless! We all know what it is worth: ‘a kiss on the lips and a dagger in the heart,’ as in Schiller’s Robbers. I don’t like sham, fathers. What I’m after is truth, and it’s not in carp that you’re likely to find truth! I have said so before. Why do you keep fasting, fathers? Because you expect it to be credited to you in heaven? Why, for a reward, I would fast too! Now, fathers, try to be virtuous in life instead of confining yourselves inside the walls of a monastery with your meals assured and expecting a reward up there—that’ll be more difficult.

…

When Karamazov stopped spouting his stream of malicious slander, the Father Superior bowed his head and once more said solemnly:

“It is also written: ‘Bear with patience and fortitude the dishonor that befalleth thee and hate not him who dishonoreth thee.’ We shall obey.”

But this is a technique that would seem to only work for a narrow use case. We cannot expect to be viciously insulted every day, and even if we were, surely we would habituate and the benefit would diminish. Is there a more general way by which we can gain humility?

One very common way our ancestors would gain humility is through submission to some higher authority. But it is often the case that people experience authority as oppressive and instead of being humbled they adopt a rebellious attitude. So then we may wonder if there are traits an authority might have which would have inspired in our ancestors acceptance of said authority? We can take a hint from the Inquisitor that “only one who can appease a man’s conscience can take his freedom from him”. So for an authority to inspire genuine humility, the authority must be seen as benevolent—as wise and just. For our selfish impulses to be subdued, to inspire our submission, this authority must be powerful, ideally even physically bigger than us.

But people who fulfill these conditions and fulfill them well are rare and hard to find. And even if you find such a person, it may be that as soon as they gain power over others they become corrupted soon after. If only each of us had access to a person that was perfectly benevolent and wise, incredibly powerful, incorruptible, and bigger and better than we are in every way! One that perfectly represents goodness itself! If one believed in such a person as that, you could submit to such a person deeply and gain a tremendous amount of humility!

A powerful being who is goodness itself, the image of whom inspires the utmost devotion and willing submission, through which the devotee is transformed into who they ought to be—this the purest conception of the divine, and something like it can be found in various traditions.  Even the Buddhists, though the Buddha taught equality, have traditional rituals of bowing before a Buddha statue. As far as I can tell, it is the same principle at play. In bowing to a symbol of goodness, one becomes both more humble and more transformed into someone good.

One may wonder though, if this is true, then how is it that there seems to be a substantial number of religious people with smug, holier-than-thou attitudes? How can one square that with humility? C.S. Lewis addresses this question directly in Mere Christianity:

How is it that people who are quite obviously eaten up with Pride can say they believe in God and appear to themselves very religious? I am afraid it means they are worshipping an imaginary God. They theoretically admit themselves to be nothing in the presence of this phantom God, but are really all the time imagining how He approves of them and thinks them far better than ordinary people: that is, they pay a pennyworth of imaginary humility to Him and get out of it a pound's worth of Pride towards their fellow-men.

I suppose it was of those people Christ was thinking when He said that some would preach about Him and cast out devils in His name, only to be told at the end of the world that He had never known them. And any of us may at any moment be in this death-trap. Luckily, we have a test. Whenever we find that our religious life is making us feel that we are good—above all, that we are better than someone else—I think we may be sure that we are being acted on, not by God, but by the devil. The real test of being in the presence of God is that you either forget about yourself altogether or see yourself as a small, dirty object. It is better to forget about yourself altogether.

The principle for gaining humility can also be generalized to any relationship. Anytime you elevate others above yourself, transferring importance from yourself to something outside yourself, humility is gained. Of course, it is not always easy to do this, as typically there is something in our subconscious that does not want to be lower than anyone else that will put up resistance when any such potential lowering takes place. It's good—through introspection—to notice this resistance consciously, because it is the greatest obstacle to becoming humble.

A common way that people cut through this resistance is with the pleasure found in a romantic relationship, and this is likely a natural part of the mechanics of bonding—though Dostoevsky depicts a way in which this can fail:

If it’s to be love, let it be love then! I’ll be your slave now, your slave as long as I live, and I’ll love being your slave… Come, Mitya, keep kissing me! You can beat me, hurt me, do what you want to me… Yes, I suppose I have really deserved to be made to suffer… Wait, stop! I don’t want it like this…” She suddenly pushed him off. “Go away—leave me, Dmitry Karamazov. I’ll go and get myself some wine now. I want to get drunk, and then I’ll dance, dance drunk. That’s what I want, and that’s what I’ll do!”

I think we can take this as Dostoevsky’s take that gaining humility through sensuality can be unreliable for the same reasons that sensuality is unreliable in general—your allegiance is still to your sensual desires and so you abandon the path the instant your desires shift. But given the current state of the world, perhaps we should be happy to take what we can get. As I see it, anything that can help people find something outside themselves to care about may be considered an asset. And a romantic partnership can be one of the best sorts of relationships a person can have for this—one where you concern yourself with the needs, wants, desires, and problems of another and they can do the same for you.

But perhaps one of the most important things for maintaining humility is to avoid the pitfalls of modern culture. It begins with telling children that they are all special individuals who can grow up to be the president and that they should have lots and lots of self-esteem—the more the better—and all this justified by the idea that the only alternative to self-esteem is some sort of wretched self-pity. The idea that you might free yourself from self-centeredness isn't even thought to be a valid option! And with our new technology more and more apps are created in a fashion to stroke the user's ego, with avatars, reputation systems, and endless new signaling games, new avenues to try and claim superiority over others, where people try to be more cool, more beautiful, more hip than anyone else. And all this is part of a more general trend of corporations appealing to the worst side of ourselves, creating new vices as quickly as they can to accelerate their growth, and marketing departments doing their utmost to appeal to the pride of the consumer and stoke the flames of greed. And as the consumer sates again and again their ever growing selfish desires, they become more and more bewildered as they become more and more at the mercy of their own inner demon.

But if they are fortunate, they may notice something amiss, and go in search of an explanation—an explanation for their own misery and the misery of the world.

“I want you to explain to me why these burnt-out mothers are standing here, why there have to be poor people, why the poor babe must suffer, why the steppe is barren, why people don’t embrace and kiss one another, why they don’t sing joyful songs, why they look blackened from that black misfortune, why there is nothing to feed the babe.”

And although [he] realized that it was stupid of him to keep on asking like that and that no good would come of it, he felt he had to ask and he had to ask just that way. He also felt a new, unknown fervor welling up in his heart; he felt like weeping; he longed to do something to stop the baby and its blackened, dried-up mother from crying, to stop all tears forever and ever, and he wanted to do it now, right now, without delay, regardless of everything; he wanted it with all the unrestrained passion of a Karamazov.

…

And his heart caught fire and turned toward a light; he wanted to live now, to live and to walk on and on toward that unknown light that was beckoning to him; he had to start quickly, quickly, right away!

Perhaps then they will discover the wisdom of humble love.

End

Alyosha read it all, greatly surprised. He reread it twice, thought for a while, and suddenly began to laugh, quietly and sweetly. Then the sound of his own laughter made him shudder—he felt it might be sinful. But a second later he was laughing again, just as quietly and happily. He slowly put the letter back into the envelope, crossed himself, and stretched out on the sofa. All that had been weighing on him was gone. “Have mercy upon them all, O Lord. Save them, the unhappy and the tormented. Guide them onto the path that is right for each one of them, according to Your wisdom. You are love. You will bring joy and happiness to all…” Alyosha muttered, crossing himself and drifting into peaceful sleep.






The Castrato

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Morning of the Mutants 


 “CASTRATO, a musician, who in his infancy had been deprived of the organs of generation, for the sake of preserving a shrill voice, who sings that part called sophrano. However small the connection may appear between two such different organs, it is a certain fact that the mutilation of the one prevents and hinders in the other that change which is perceptible in mankind, near the advance of manhood, and which, on a sudden, lowers their voices an eighth. There exist in Italy, some inhuman fathers, who sacrificing nature to fortune, give up their children to this operation, for the amusement of voluptuous and cruel persons, who have the barbarity to require the exertion of voice which the unhappy wretches possess.”

— Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Complete Dictionary of Music (1779)



In the Weird Studies podcast episode which serves as the namesake of this review, University of Indiana Musicologist Phil Ford traces the origin of the modern day mutant archetype back to the castrati, those eunuch singers produced in Italy from the mid-1500s to the mid-1800s. In support of his analysis, Ford cites the numerous similarities between the castrati and what is perhaps the most well-known fictional example of the mutant archetype: the X-men. While X-men are born as mutants, a number of X-men-adjacent superheros are so-called “mutates”, individuals who received their powers through some externally-mediated transformation (e.g. Juggernaut, Spider-man, the Incredible Hulk, Deadpool); similarly, the castrati were not born as mutants but became “mutates” by undergoing castration before puberty. Like the X-men, the castrati spent their childhood sequestered in special academies where they honed their superhuman (singing) powers with rigorous training. The mutant status of both groups made them objects of both fascination and scorn, awe and fear. In a plot twist reminiscent of X-men lore, some castrati managed to rise above their outcast status and obtain great influence as diplomats or more clandestine political operatives (i.e. spies). The X-men comparison (whatever its validity) speaks to the stranger-than-fiction quality of the castrati’s story, a story told by University of Chicago musicologist Martha Feldman in her 2015 book titled simply The Castrato. Feldman jumps around between the different aspects of the history (the biology, the music, the fame, the fortune, etc.) and I will do the same here, but we will begin, as tales of mutants and “mutates” often do, with an origin story.

Origins

Imagine you are the patriarch of an Italian peasant family. War, plague, and natural disaster have brought your family to the brink of starvation and forced you to flee from your rural home to the nearest city. Giuseppe [1], your youngest son (age 8), begins singing in the boy’s choir at the local conservatory, which also doubles as a charitable home run by the Catholic church (you are, of course, a deeply devout Catholic). One day, the head of the conservatory (a powerful and well-respected priest) comes to you with a proposal: allow your son, sweet little Giuseppe, to become castrated in order to preserve his angelic singing voice. Following the castration, he will live full time at the conservatory and undergo years of musical training in order to hone his talents. In return, you will receive a small sum of money and the hope that your son could become one of those famed castrati who sings in royal courts and opera houses all over Europe. Though part of you is repulsed at the very thought, you try to weigh the pros and cons of the proposal as objectively as you can. In truth, Giuseppe’s prospects are incredibly poor and his likelihood of bearing a legitimate son are virtually nil—if he even survives past childhood, he will either become a soldier (not exactly conducive to staying alive and fathering children in those days) or spend his life as an anonymous clergymen in some remote chapel. In the end, your reservations are outweighed by your desperation to improve the lot of your family and you agree to send Giuseppe away for castration.

In broad strokes, this is the typical origin story of a castrati. However in addition to this cold economic logic, there was likely much more going on in the head of the fathers who agreed to their son’s castration. Feldman argues persuasively that Catholic doctrine played a crucial role in the castrati phenomenon by providing a broader conceptual framework through which the practice was understood and justified.


“…I want to claim that the business of having a son castrated is not reducible to a quest for survival or improvement. Always mediating the phenomenon were Catholic religious ideas, often intermixed with rural folk beliefs as well as familial strategies for distributing wealth and functions within a system of primogeniture, none of the strands of which can be disentangled. As John Rosselli insisted, to offer one’s son for castration was to make an offering to God and thus a consecration to the church, which also mediated family relations. Legally the church condemned the practice as being against the order of nature and counter to the obligation to be fruitful and multiply. And yet proscriptions do not map onto the symbolic load castration bore. In some sense castration for singing, as a sacrificial offering to the church, was much like joining the priesthood. Accordingly it was freighted with beliefs and obligatory utterances—the two are hard to distinguish—about giving up procreation and sexuality in order to gain subsistence for one’s family or to improve oneself and one’s loved ones, to find salvation, a place in society, the good graces of the Lord, and the good graces of the Lord’s shepherds, meaning ecclesiastical authorities and royal patrons who ruled by divine right. Carried out in a kind of indirect symbolic imitation of Christ’s passion, such sacrifices were a more than viable alternative in a world where want and famine were rife and were mutilation, whether as physical therapy or punishment, or the harsh consequences of disease, physical labor, or other misfortunes, was commonplace. That virtually all castrati did sing primarily or (more often) exclusively for the church speaks to this issue of castration as sacrifice in the properly Catholic sense. [pg. 7]



That Catholic doctrine also happened to forbid bodily mutilation was only a minor inconvenience; there was, fortunately, a loophole—it was allowed in cases of medical necessity. This led to all kinds of fabricated stories in which an accident damaged the genitalia and castration was deemed necessary in order to save the boy’s life. The stories usually centered around animals—falls from horses, attacks by wild boar, or, hilariously, bites on the junk by wild swans (“Swans, we should remember, where renowned in mythic and lyric traditions for singing while dying”)—and also frequently involved perilous male activities such as horseback riding or hunting in order to allow the castrato to save face and maintain something of a masculine reputation.

These animal-centric fabrications point to an important piece of cultural context through which the castrati were understood in their time. Italy was very rural in the 16th century when the practice originated and many Italians had firsthand or second-hand experience with the castration of bulls or chickens (the castration of chickens, known as caponization, was commonly done in order to improve the taste of their flesh). This connection between the castrati and the animal world is further illustrated in one of the most striking (and humorous) passages in the book, an anecdote from the autobiography of Filippo Balatri. First, it’s worth providing some context on Balatri himself as his life’s story is instructive of the role that many castrati came to play in royal society. Feldman writes:


“He was sent from Italy to Moscow at about the age seventeen (in 1698), but only after extensive negotiations that took place at the court of Tuscany. As Balatri tells it, the Grand Duke Cosimo III wanted to satisfy the czar so he looked to Filippo’s father for the boy’s release. The father resisted at first, but the czar’s agent—a cousin of Peter the Great from the Golitsyn family—persisted and then succeeded on the condition that Filippo be treated “as a son.” In the end it was not really the father who released and sent him abroad, of course, but the grand duke, nor was there any difficulty breaking a three-year contract the father had recently signed with a local singing master at whose home Balatri was living in Florence.” [pg. 63]



Once in Russia, he sang daily for Peter the Great and other nobles, and gave singing lessons to the Czar’s mistress Anna Mons, with whom he secretly fell in love (more on the salacious love lives of the castrati later on). In his autobiography, "Frutti del Mondo”, Balatri tells of an encounter with a great Tartar Khan, who he astounded with his voice while visiting as a part of the Russian embassy. The Khan was so enthralled by his vocal virtuosity that he demanded to know what sex he was and where he could get one of his own (lol). Balatri writes:


“He started by asking me whether I was male or female, and where from; whether such people are born (or rain down) with a voice and ability to sing. I was all confused about how to answer. If “male”, I’m practically lying, if “female”, still less do I say what I am, and if “neuter”, I would blush. But, screwing up my courage, I finally answer that I’m a man, a tuscan, and that cocks are found in my region who lay eggs, from which sopranos come into the world; that these cocks are called norcini 2], who on brooding for many days among our people; and that once the capon is made, the eggs are festooned with flattery, caresses, and money” [pg. 18]



Liminality


“Mutilation had him turned into a monster, but all the qualities that embellished him made him an angel.”

— Casanova, writing of the castrato Salimbeni



Balatri’s self-mocking origin story illustrates an important aspect of the castrati phenomenon, one that constitutes a core theme of the book. Feldman argues that the castrati are best understood as liminal beings, so-called “creatures of the threshold”, somewhere between human and animal, man and woman, angel and monster, and myth and reality. This liminality manifested as a set of deeply contradictory attitudes in the culture of the day; "They were poised between adulation and fear, approval and censure, ridiculed as often as acclaimed, and not unrelatedly were sanctioned by the church, which was dependent on but embarrassed by them” (pg. 9). Roger Pickering typifies this ambivalence and the man-animal-divinity liminality of the castrato in a passage in Reflections upon theatrical expression in tragedy (1755) that discusses Farinelli (1705-1782), an operatic superstar who was widely regarded as the greatest of the castrati.


Farinelli drew every Body to the Haymarket. What a Pipe! What Modulation! What Extasy to the Ear! But, Heavens! What Clumsiness! What Stupidity! What Offence to the Eye! Reader, if of the City, thou mayest probably have seen in the Fields of Islington or Mile-End or, If thou art in the environs of St James', thou must have observed in the Park with what Ease and Agility a cow, heavy with calf, has rose up at the command of the Milk-woman's foot: thus from the mossy bank sprang the DIVINE FARINELLI.



It’s worth lingering further on the singular figure of Farinelli (birth name Carlo Broschi) as he provides perhaps the best exemplar of the castrati’s liminality. As the above passage suggests, no one straddled the line between humanity and divinity better than Farinelli; by all accounts, his voice was so angelic that it basically just melted people’s brains. Here’s a few of the more sensational stories (courtesy of wikipedia unless otherwise noted):


	
Farinelli was originally called to Spain by the doctor of King Philip V in hopes that his singing could ease the King’s melancholia. “According to lore, it was arranged that Farinelli should sing in a room adjacent to the royal apartments. By the time he had finished the second song, the king appeared much moved by the beauty of his voice and ordered the singer brought before him. Philip overwhelmed Farinelli with compliments and agreed to pay him a salary for life. Farinelli would sing eight or nine arias for the king and queen every night, usually with a trio of musicians.” (“Music to soothe the Mad King”)



	
Writing of an opera that Farinelli performed with another castrato, Sensino, 17th century music historian Charles Burney reports: "Senesino had the part of a furious tyrant, and Farinelli that of an unfortunate hero in chains; but in the course of the first air, the captive so softened the obdurate heart of the tyrant, that Senesino, forgetting his stage-character, ran to Farinelli and embraced him in his own…The first note he sung was taken with such delicacy, swelled by minute degrees to such an amazing volume, and afterwards diminished in the same manner to a mere point, that it was applauded for a full five minutes. After this he set off with such brilliancy and rapidity of execution, that it was difficult for the violins of those days to keep pace with him."



	
"The librettist Paolo Rolli, a close friend and supporter of Senesino, commented: "Farinelli has surprised me so much that I feel as though I had hitherto heard only a small part of the human voice, and now have heard it all. He has besides, the most amiable and polite manners..." Some fans were more unrestrained: one titled lady was so carried away that, from a theatre box, she famously exclaimed: "One God, one Farinelli!"



	
“Loaded with riches and honors, he was so famous and so formidable as a performer that his rival and friend, the castrato Gioacchino Conti ("Gizziello") is said to have fainted away from sheer despondency on hearing him sing.”



	
It was not uncommon for castrato to display their vocal prowess in contests against other singers or musicians (I imagine it like the 17th century version of a rap battle; more later on the castrato-rapper comparison). Famously, Farinelli once got into such a contest with a trumpet player and so surpassed him in technique and volume that “he was at last silenced only by the acclamations of the audience". He wasn’t undefeated however, “Farinelli sang at Bologna in 1727, where he met the famous castrato Antonio Bernacchi, twenty years his senior. In a duet in Orlandini's Antigona, Farinelli showed off all the beauties of his voice and refinements of his style, executing a number of passages of great virtuosity, which were rewarded with tumultuous applause. Undaunted, Bernacchi repeated every trill, roulade, and cadenza of his young rival, but performing all of them even more exquisitely, and adding variations of his own. Farinelli, admitting defeat, entreated Bernacchi to give him instruction in grazie sopraffine ("ultra-refined graces"); Bernacchi agreed.”





Farinelli also provides perhaps the finest example of another important sense in which the castrati were uniquely liminal figures. As much as anyone else alive in their era, they existed with one foot in the old world—feudal, monarchical, religious—and the other in modernity—secular, dynamic, economic.


“Farinelli was part and parcel of a new bourgeois order. He had made his fame singing in large commercial theaters attended by thronging publics that included members of the haute bourgeoisie and nobility, servants, dignitaries, middle-class doctors, lawyers, teachers, merchants, military men, and sometimes royals. He had negotiated with agents over contracts. He had also purchased numerous things for himself, including practical items, musical instruments, real estate, horses, and luxury objects, and had been given many luxurious things and lots of cash…Fifteen years later, when the king of Spain made him a knight of the exalted ancient military order of Calatrava, the" crowning" was not just musical or metaphorical. By then Farinelli had already been carrying out extensive state duties in his high-powered role as minister of entertainments and had been a household intimate of two successive pairs of Spanish royal heads of state. He had consorted with numerous crown heads of Europe along the way. To commemorate all that, Corrado Giaquinto pictured him in 1755 majestically attired, wearing the cross of Calatrava with the royals of Spain hovering in the background among the angels—almost as if to declare the castrato de facto king.” [pg. 9]



Still, no matter how high their status or how divine their voice, Farinelli and his peers could not shake the perception that they were less than human (and certainly less than a man).


“That outlaw of nature is neither man nor woman but something between the human species and brute creation, like a monkey” [pg. 183]

— Anonymous, The Remarkable Trial of the Queen of Quavers



The perception of non-humanness was aided by the fact that the castrato were often strikingly abnormal in their appearance. Pickering’s aforementioned comparison of Farinelli to a pregnant cow was not random—many castrato did in fact have a “large, fatty, somewhat ill-formed body” as (of all people) the Marquis de Sade put it in one of his writings. The unique anatomy of the castrato was both their greatest blessing and their greatest curse; understanding this double-edged biological sword is key to understanding the story of the castrato and that is where we now turn.

Biology

Technically speaking, the operation was a bilateral orchiectomy. There was a great deal of secrecy around the actual operation so it’s hard to draw precise conclusions about how the operation was done, but evidence suggests that various methods were used—crushing of the testicles with fingers or instruments, severing of the spermatic cords (leading to testicular atrophy), or excision of the testicles and resectioning of the scrotal sack (likely the most common method). There was, of course, nothing like modern anesthesia; before the surgery began boys were given opium or had their carotid arteries compressed to induce a coma-like state.


“The boy was placed in a warm bath to make him more tractable. Some small time after they pressed the Jugular Veins which made the Party so stupid and insensible that he fell into a kind of Apoplexy and then the action was performed with scarce any Pain at all to the patient. Sometimes they used to give a certain quantity of opium to persons designed for Castration whom they cut while they were in their dead Sleep and took from them those Parts which Nature took so great a care to form; but it was observed that most who had been cut after this manner died by this Narcotick.”

— Anonymous, _“_Eunuchism Display'd” (1718)



I can’t find a primary source, but the figure that is floating around the internet puts the survival rate for the surgery for 80% (here is one article that quotes the figure). The operation was typically conducted on boys aged 8-12 as the goal was to preserve the larynx in a pre-pubescent state. One source says that 4,000 boys were castrated at the height of the craze in the 1720-30s, but many historians suggest that this number was an overestimate and that at most only a few hundred castrati were alive at any one time. Given that the phenomenon existed for nearly 300 years from ~1550-1850, it’s safe to say that thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of boys were castrated in total.

The direct consequence of the surgery was a total loss of testosterone production. The most immediate effect of this loss for the nascent castrato was the preservation of child-like vocal chords into adulthood; under the influence of testicular secretion, the vocal cords increase in length by 67% in males and 24% in females (Jenkins, 2000). In addition to lengthening, testosterone production also thickens and strengthens the vocal cords, thereby reducing their flexibility. The castrato missed out on all of these changes and thus was able to maintain into adulthood a larynx of smaller size and greater suppleness than even a female soprano.

Modification of the vocal cords is not the only way in which prepubescent castration acts to create a novel acoustical and morphological phenotype. I’ll let a medical doctor tell it; from “The castrati: a physician’s perspective, part 2”:


Descriptions of the castrati from the 18th century mention the salient clinical features associated with hypogonadism. Tallness of stature, unusual at the time, and an increase in size of the chest were features frequently mentioned and satirized in drawings (see below). Both these phenomena resulted from the delayed closure of the epiphyseal growth centers located at the ends of the long bones of the extremities and ribs. The growth centers are cartilaginous plates that normally ossify as they close resulting in the cessation of growth. Testosterone in tissue surrounding the growth plates is converted by the enzyme aromatase to estrogenic steroids that actually bring about the closure of the epiphyseal plate.

In the castrati, the absence of testosterone available for conversion to estrogenic steroids allowed for continued formation of bone at the epiphyseal plate and lengthening of the ribs and the extremities. Normal male secondary sex characteristics failed to appear and there was an absence of hair on the extremities, a lack of facial hair growth, and an absence of a receding hairline and baldness. Their skin was smooth and pale; the pallor might have resulted from a lower hemoglobin level than would have been present in a normal male, secondary to decreased levels of testosterone. There was a tendency toward obesity, rounding of the hips and narrowness of the shoulders, curvature of the spine and gynecomastia. The curvature of the spine was indicative of osteoporosis. As a group, the castrati, because they were deficient in testosterone, would have been at increased risk for this condition. Gynecomastia, or abnormal breast development in a male, occurs in the syndrome of hypogonadism as a result of a relative deficiency of androgen secretion and resulting increases in pituitary hormones, lutenizing hormone (LH), and follicle stimulating hormone (FSH). The excess of these pituitary hormones in a castrated male, or an individual with hypogonadism, leads to an excess in estradiol and an alteration of the estradiol/testosterone ratio, resulting in gynecomastia.



What’s not mentioned here is that the disruption of epiphyseal plate closure also frequently caused an irregular extension of the jaws and facial bones. Taken together, these changes (an increase in stature, size of chest, and jaw) created an abnormally large resonating chamber, thus giving the castrato greater vocal power than even an uncastrated man. These changes in bone structure didn’t come without a cost however—osteoporosis was common in old age.

Okay, picture time:
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Image showing surgical preparation for testicular castration, from Caspar Stromayr’s Practica copiosa, completed in 1559
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Portrait of Farinelli looking like a bad motherfucker with a random dog in the bottom right corner by Bartolomeo Nazari (1734). Of the portrait, Feldman writes: “The singer shows a combination of masculine nobility, a powerful chest, and fleshy hands and cheeks. Note too the great length of his limbs.”
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Farinelli crowned by Music (Euterpe) by Jacopo Amigoni (1735). Feldman writes: “Amigoni suggests a mythical crowning at a moment when Farinelli was at the height of his vocal and representational powers and was still singing publicly in London.” Look, I know this is a big moment for you Farinelli, getting crowned by the Goddess of lyric poetry and all, but that cherub next to your right foot really needs a hand. 
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Photograph of Alessandro Moreschi (1858-1922) ca. 1900 (author unknown), last surviving castato of the Sistine Chapel's Choir. Note the extended jaw and chin typical of the castrato morphology.
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Caricature of Bernacchi with belly held aloft by a page (Anton Maria Zanetti, 1735). Castrati were frequently satirized for their unusually large size and tall stature.

Voice

In addition to these physical “gifts”, castrato’s honed their talents with legendarily rigorous training regimens. Finding the best and most esteemed instruction following the castration was crucial; troves of letters exist in which parents wheel and deal in order to find placement for their boy in a private instructor’s home or a cathedral’s conservatory. Placement in a teacher’s home was equivalent to legal adoption, as the young eunuch would typically take on their teacher’s surname and receive full-time training and room and board; in return, the teachers would receive any earnings brought in by the young castrato and sometimes part of their earnings as adults. Those castrati who were placed in conservatories lived essentially as musical monks, spending all of their time in religious worship, training, or performance.

One account from 1695 describes the strict practice schedule at the house of the seventeenth-century composer and teacher Virgilio Mazzochi (1597-1643):


Three hours of morning classes, counting one hour to practice singing, including divisions; one hour of literary study; one hour of vocal exercise with the maestro before a mirror (so as to avoid unnecessary movement of the body or facial grimaces)—all that prior to the midday meal. Then half an hour of theory, ditto for counterpoint, and another hour of literary study, followed by practice on a keyboard or other instrument and composition of psalms or motets. [pg. 59]



Nicola Porpora (1686-1768), teacher of the aforementioned Farinelli and another highly celebrated castrato known as Caffarelli, was also famed for his daunting disciplinary routines. Caffarelli claimed that Porpora “constrained his student to a single page of exercises covering a gamut of different vocal challenges for no less than five years before letting them branch out” and that when he was done with his training, Porpora declared, "Go, my son: I have no more to teach you. You are the greatest singer in Europe" (and he was probably right). Caffarelli’s anecdote may be embellished, but there are corroborating accounts which suggest that castrato often spent several years practicing vocal exercises in order to develop flawless technique.


One of the cardinal rules of the instruction of castrati is that for several years the pupil was not permitted to sing any music with a text. The teachers did not want him to be distracted by emotions from his primary task of faultless singing… Obviously the castrato was considered a sort of virtuoso instrumentalist of the larynx, rather than a singer in the sense we understand the term; he was an infallible singing machine… [pg. 128]



Now for the million dollar question(s): what exactly did these infallible singing machines sound like? What unique vocal feats were they capable of? Feldman begins her analysis (which takes up nearly half the book) by considering the scant sonic evidence that does exist—a few recordings of the last known castrato, Alessandro Moreschi (1858-1922), made from 1902-1904. “Ave Maria” is the most well known song from the recordings (but you can find others on youtube).

There is certainly something unusual and haunting about the voice (at least to my ears), but I imagine that some of you might be thinking, “Wait, that’s it? That’s what all the fuss was about?” A few important caveats about the recordings and Moreschi himself are in order.

1. Moreschi was in his mid-40s when these recordings were made, certainly past his singing prime.

2. Moreschi was never seen as a particularly special singing talent. Even still, here’s what Viennese musicologist Franz Haböck wrote after hearing a young Moreschi (the first and only time that he ever heard a castrati it should be noted):


“Moreschi’s voice can only be compared with the clarity and purity of crystal. The absolute evenness and coloring (i.e., timbral unity) of his sound, which was singularly powerful, bright, transparent, and yet different than both a woman’s vocal sound and also a boy’s. The complete effortlessness with which one almost physically empathizes with him aroused in me an overwhelming impression of the most extraordinary wind instrument ever given life by human breath.” [pg. 107]



3. From Moreschi’s wikipedia page: “…much of the "difficulty" in listening to Moreschi's recordings stems from changes in taste and singing style between his time and ours. His vocal technique can certainly seem to grate upon modern ears, but many of the seemingly imperfect vocal attacks, for example, are in fact grace notes, launched from as much as a tenth below the note – in Moreschi's case, this seems to have been a long-standing means of drawing on the particular acoustics of the Sistine Chapel itself. The dated aesthetic of Moreschi's singing, involving extreme passion and a perpetual type of sob, often sounds bizarre to the modern listener, and can be misinterpreted as technical weakness or symptomatic of an aging voice.”

4. Obviously the recording technology was very primitive, but it was especially poorly suited to capturing classically trained male singers as it possessed a low frequency ceiling that “eliminated many or all of the upper partials, which are especially important in male voices, castrato or non.”

5. A youtube comment from user emme piemme on the song “Crucifixus”: “Moreschi is said to have been highly uncomfortable during these recordings. He was not aware of what must have appeared to him as a science fiction technology, and he had to try and sing with his head practically stuck in a sound-picking funnel, this strongly altered his proprioceptive listening and that of the instrumental accompaniment.”

6. “All this is to say nothing of how modern-day transfers affect study of old recordings, sometimes introducing extraneous noise and removing frequencies as engineers attempt to filter nonmusical surface sounds from old and usually deteriorated originals.” [page 82]

Caveats aside, Feldman believes that we can still learn something about the unique nature of the castrato voice by comparing these recordings to four contemporaneous recordings of male and female vocalists singing the same songs and by analyzing ear-witness accounts from musical historians and teachers of castrato. This comparison begins a long section of hardcore musicology in which Feldman says all kinds of crazy things like:


A corollary of the faster vibrations and greater purity of a female soprano's head voice is that it normally produces audible harmonic overtones only up to about 2,000 hertz, as compared with the overtones of chest voice, which can reach 4,000 hertz and higher in a particularly rich timbral spectrum. Female singers enrich and darken sound by blending to varying degrees chest into head, which naturally inclines toward a sine-tone purity because the vowels in head voice have a strong fundamental. Most voice specialists say that female sopranos lack the so-called "singer's formant:' a resonance in the 2,500-4,000 hertz region that allows a voice to project over an orchestra (often described as "ring"), clustering in the third, fourth, and fifth formants. Swedish voice specialist Johan Sundberg is definitive about the absence of the singer's formant in women. In recent years he joined an international group that raised the provocative question of that formant in a castrato, noting that all reports of their penetrating quality, combined with their man- (or indeed superman-) sized vocal tract, would point to its existence. If they are right, then we have an irreducible acoustic difference between castrati and all other singers: a singer's formant in the prevalent pitch area of f_'/g'_ through c_"_ to e_"_ achieved without "pushing" the voice.



I love this; it brings me great joy to know that we, us humans—us savages, have become so fucking civilized that we have international groups of experts that can raise provocative questions about such arcane subjects. Later on, Feldman writes:


By contrast, if all or most castrati retained the boy's chest on achieving adulthood, including those whose chests were of normal size, relatively large chest-to-larynx size ratio, which mitigated the need to push the chest voice even for those without an enlarged thorax. Add to this that requires less airflow than head and that castrati were trained with an intensity beyond anything imaginable nowadays and you have an extraordinary set of vocal conditions, with highly fast, efficient glottal cycles plus the potential for great breath control, power, accuracy, and often flexibility. The closest physiological cousins today at the upper vocal crust of all populations, past and present, would be muscular but flexible tenors, plus mezzos and dramatic sopranos.



If you are a classically trained singer I imagine these passages would make sense to you, but alas I am not a classically trained singer (though I may moonlight as one in the shower) and they didn’t. This review will be much too long already without extended discussion of the musicology so we will turn now to other matters, but first a brief comment on the wider significance of the castrati to musical history. Feldman is emphatic:


“By the late seventeenth century the distinct musical legacy they left had an importance that is hard to overestimate. It is no exaggeration to say that the entire classical foundation of virtuosic solo singing in the West, sacred and secular, in the early nineteenth-century singing associated nowadays with the trio of Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti, owes its existence to the musical traditions and practices of the castrati” [preface xii]



For a period of about two centuries, writing music for castrati was a top goal for composers, a goal that was achieved by a veritable “who’s who” list of musical greats such as Vivaldi, Bach, Handel, Mozart, and Haydn. In addition to their singing, castrati frequently also doubled as professional composers, impresarios, and teachers. We might point to people like Dr. Dre and Jay-Z as modern analogues of the more prominent castrati—artists who were highly influential because of their own music, but also because of their personalities, record labels, eyes for talent (e.g. Dr. Dre signing a young Eminem), and business activities. As we will see in the next section, the larger-than-life singer/musician archetype can be traced back to individuals like Farinelli, Caffarelli, Tenducci, Senesino, and many others.

Life and Times

In writing any history, it’s natural to gravitate towards the more sensational stories and characters. Before fully capitulating to this impulse, I must set the record straight: the vast majority of castrato were decidely not singing to sold-out opera houses and hobnobbing with kings and queens. The real history of the castrati, not the tabloid version I’m providing in this review, is much less interesting and much more depressing. The most common fate was a lonely existence as an anonymous choral singer in some small chapel in rural Italy. Some castrato would have considered themselves lucky to have even that life—less musically inclined eunuchs usually ended up as prostitutes, thieves, or beggars. The vast majority of castrati died as penniless social outcasts, their bodies consigned to mass graves.

Now that my conscious is clear, let’s turn to the other end of the spectrum: those rock star castrati like Farinelli who brushed shoulders with the upper crust of society. Feldman spends a lot of time in the book analyzing the connection between the castrati and the aristocracy. In one sense, it’s not very surprising that the rich and powerful wanted to associate with famous musicians—it’s the same thing we see today. It went far beyond that however; in many cases castrati took on a unique symbolic role in serving as a charismatic proxy of royal power. To understand how and why this was so, we should note something that’s only been mentioned in passing: the greatest castrati rose to fame because of their performances in operas, and were thus not just singers but also actors who commonly portrayed kings, princes, and military heroes in their starring roles. Furthermore, all of this was happening at a time (the 18th century) when the monarchical order was starting to come under suspicion and a new insecurity was gripping rulers across Europe. Against this backdrop, we can see why royals gravitated towards the castrati—the fame and adulation that they garnered for their portrayals of heroic kings was something that was increasingly elusive for actual not-so-heroic kings. As they did for the Catholic church, castrati served as a kind of aesthetic-emotional technology, one that made royal power “immediate, intimate, empathetic, charming, and palpable”.

Farinelli’s aforementioned entanglement with the Spanish court was exceptional, but many castrato received royal patronage and formed significant relationships with aristocrats. Negotiating the intricacies of courtly life took a deft social hand; naturally, Farinelli was “the reigning expert at modulating the rhythms of these movements.”


“In 1732 he got an audience with the emperor and told him, all atremble, that it was the most fortunate moment in his life. After Farinelli sang magnificently, “as god wished”, the emperor exclaimed in Neapolitan, “Voi siete Napoliello” (You’re a Neapolitan), and Farinelli made him laugh with a riposte that echoed the emperor’s facility with dialect by declaring in napoletano, “I am indeed one of those true pasta-eaters.” When they met again and the emperor asked him about a rumor that he’d lost money to a bad creditor, again Farinelli broke up the room by answering that since he had earned the money with his trills, he had reason to hope they would bring him more in the future.”



The also aforementioned Caffarelli, perhaps second only to Farinelli in fame, was not quite as willing to play the game it seems.


“A story that reportedly still circulated in Paris a hundred years after Caffarelli had left there in 1753, or was cobbled together by its author Castril-Blaze to describe his Parisian reputation, told how the singer had been sent a gold snuff box from Louis XV, delivered via a distinguished courtier—presumably as a reciprocation for having sung at court or inducement to return the favor by doing so. As legend had it, Caffarelli rebuffed the gesture, showing the courtier his stash of thirty other gold snuff boxes, all fancier than what he had just been offered. And worse, when the courtier protested that his king customarily gave precisely such boxes to no less than foreign ambassadors, Caffarelli reportedly answered, “Then let the ambassadors sing.”



How sassy! In Caffarelli, notorious for his unpredictability and displays of temperament, we see the origins of the demanding egomaniac diva stereotype.


On stage, he is reputed to have sung his own preferred versions irrespective of what his colleagues were doing, mimicking them while they sang their solos and sometimes conversing with members of the public in their boxes during the same. Offstage his pugnacity and fierce demeanour led to his willingness to fight duels under little provocation. Such behaviour led to spells of house arrest and imprisonment for assault and for misconduct during performances. Most infamously he completely humiliated a prima donna during a performance of Hasse's Antigono in 1745. On the other hand, with Handel, also a famously fiery character, he seems to have been able to coexist on a peaceable basis, perhaps due to the fantastic sums of money the composer paid him for his work. (Wikipedia)



Caffarelli didn’t have the necessary constraint and discretion, but those castrati who did were sometimes tapped to perform diplomatic missions on behalf of their royal patrons.


Tosi and Domenico Cecchi (Il Cortona, ca. 1650-55 to 1717-18) carried out delicate assignments for Joseph I; and De Castris (ca. 1650-1724) in the early eighteenth century played the hopeless role of intermediary between Cosimo, Grand Duke of Tuscany, and his estranged son until the whole thing blew up and led to his exile from Florence to Rome, where he continued to carry out diplomatic missions for the Grand Duke. These positions and actions paled by comparison with Farinelli’s, but Melani’s in the previous century were equally flamboyant, if transitory and sometimes shady (he accepted favors from different princes left and right, and in 1667 he claimed chief responsibility for the election of Cardinal Giulio Rospigliosi as Pope Clement IX). [pg. 170]



As you can see, the castrati were not mere bystanders in the political arena. In fact, some even ended up joining the ranks of the nobility themselves through the granting of knighthood (as mentioned previously, Farinelli was inducted into the exalted ancient military order of Calatrava by the king of Spain) or by purchasing lands that came with a title (Caffarelli, Rivani, and Arnaboldi).



We’ve covered the rock n’ roll (the music) and there were no drugs as far as I can tell (aside from the opium that was sometimes taken during the castration), so that leaves us at last with the sex of the Sex, Drugs, and Rock n’ Roll triumvirate. A first myth to dispel is that castration makes one asexual or at least tempers the romantic passions; as we will see momentarily, this was decidedly not the case. Of course the castration did affect the growth and function of the sexual organs, but at least some castrato were able to maintain normal erections (the age at castration seems to be the main variable here, with boys who were 11-12 at the time of the surgery able to maintain some or nearly all functionality later in life). This doesn’t seem to have affected performance in the bedroom however—if anything, it might have enhanced it.


For Europe’s high society women, the obvious benefit of built-in contraception made castrati ideal targets for discreet affairs. Soon popular songs and pamphlets began suggesting that castration actually enhanced a man’s sexual performance, as the lack of sensation ensured extra endurance; stories spread of the castrati as considerate lovers, whose attention was entirely focused on the woman…When the most handsome castrato of all, Farinelli, visited London in 1734, a poem written by an anonymous female admirer derided local men as “Bragging Boasters” whose enthusiasm “expires too fast, While F—–lli stands it to the last.”

English women seemed particularly susceptible to Italian eunuchs. Another castrato, Consolino, made clever use of his delicate, feminine features in London. He would arrive at trysts disguised in a dress then conduct a torrid affair right under the husband’s nose. ( “Why Castrati Made Better Lovers”)



The role of castrati as sex symbols for both men and women has naturally drawn comparisons to the androgynous appeal embodied by musicians such as Prince or Michael Jackson (“Travelers report how coquettish young castrati in Rome would tie their plump bosoms in alluring brassieres and offer “to serve… equally well as a woman or as a man.”, from the castrati as better lovers article). However, sensational tales of castrati’s sexual prowess obscure a much more depressing story, one of unrequited love and romantic obstruction. With one or two exceptions, nearly all attempts to move beyond discreet dalliances to public relationships and marriage were shot down by the parents of the bride and authorities.


Domenico Cecchi, called Il Cortona, reportedly wanted to marry a Barbara Voglia but his petition was flat-out denied by Pope Innocent with much-repeated but apocryphal-sounding Si Castra Meglion (“be castrated better”).



This was a source of great sadness for many castrato. No matter how much applause and adulation (and wealth) they garnered throughout their career, in the end they were still an outsider, a non-man, forbidden from participating in one of life’s central rites.

The lack of familial relations meant that life usually didn’t end on a high note for most singing eunuchs (heh); even the Farinelli’s and Caffarelli’s of the world were often quite lonely and depressed in their old age. The same could be said for the end of the age of the castrati. To make a very long story very short: new social attitudes in the late 18th century brought severe criticism and by the mid-19th century both church and state had prohibited the practice (see Rousseau’s commentary in the epigraph for an example of how Castrati were perceived in 1779). The death of Alessandro Moreschi (1858-1923) marked the end of an era spanning over three centuries.

Before turning from the past to the present and future, a brief word should be said about the wider history of eunuchs. The Castrati were not unique simply because of their eunuch status; what made them unique was the fact that they formed a special caste of individuals who were systematically produced for purely artistic purposes over a period of three centuries. That some of the castrati came to also serve as trusted members of royal courts was actually par for the course. Since the dawn of civilization, eunuchs have served rulers from across the world (notably in the Assyrian, Byzantine, and Ottoman empires, and in various Chinese dynasties) in a variety of roles—domestic servants, cuckold-free harem guards, advisors, and spies (there was some historical basis for Varys, the eunuch spymaster from Game of Thrones). Eunuchs were preferred for these roles for obvious reasons: it was presumed that they could be trusted to a greater degree than non-eunuch males and females as they would be less interested in seizing dynastic power (no offspring to which they could pass on their rule) and less power hungry in general (and their lack of family ties meant it was easier to kill or exile them without retribution). History doesn’t offer a clear verdict on whether or not the presumption of greater trustworthiness was warranted, but examples of eunuchs who were decidedly not trustworthy—because they usurped the rulers who employed them—are not hard to find. This was a particularly common theme in Chinese history where eunuchs served emperors, and sometimes became emperors themselves (Liu Jin and Wei Zhongxian), for over 2000 years, from the Qin dynasty (200s BC) up until the abdication of the last Qing emperor in 1912 (Sun Yaoting, the last imperial eunuch, died in 1996).

[
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Henri Cartier-Bresson - Eunuch of the Imperial Court of the Last Dynasty, Peking, China, December, 1948 (source). The number of eunuchs in Imperial employ fell to 470 by 1912, when the practice of using them ceased (wikipedia).
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Lessons and Speculations

I know this is a very rare thing from historians (professionals or complete amateurs like myself) and you’ll probably be shocked to hear this, but I think there are some valuable lessons to be learned from the history of the castrati and eunuchs more generally. I’ll try to keep it brief as I know this review has dragged on long enough, but frankly after all this work I feel I’ve earned the right to share a few of my own thoughts and (wild) speculations.


At some point in the near future, the trends of plastic surgery, nootropics, psychedelic legalization, trans hormone therapy, and bodybuilding will collide, with spectacular results. Doing things to reshape your body and mind is an idea as old as dirt, but with recent advances in technology, and breakdowns in cultural taboos, the practice of what could be called “elective chemistry” is going to take off, probably in the next 10 or 20 years. 

— SlimeMoldTimeMold, Predictions for 2050



Barring existential catastrophe (please bar it), it seems likely that sometime this century a new landscape of biological and psychological possibilities will open up before us. Whatever opportunities and challenges may lie ahead in this new age of exploration, I would argue that we should do our best to navigate away from failure modes like “the organized production of a class of transhuman entertainers by means of a dangerous non-consensual procedure that destroys normal biological function and marks these individuals as social outcasts”. The history of the castrati provides a roadmap for how such a phenomenon might arise once more.

First, we should ask if we have already started down this path, if there is some modern practice which bears at least a family resemblance to the systematic creation of eunuch singers. Viewed at at a sufficiently high level, we can discern some defining features of the phenomenon: a background of socioeconomic distress, a severe biological modification (with severe health consequences for some) and a lifetime of rigorous training in order to produce prodigious skill for entertainment purposes, a rise to fame and fortune for a chosen few, patronage by the rich and powerful, with often a sad or unfulfilling end to life. Ring any bells?

To me, this sounds suspiciously like American football (also boxing/MMA, though perhaps to a slightly smaller extent). Socioeconomic distress? Check—extreme poverty and high rates of local violence are not uncommon in the childhoods of many elite football players**.** Severe biological modification (with severe health consequences for some) and a lifetime of rigorous training? You betcha. For even the freakiest freaks of nature, making it to the NFL requires near constant exercise and practice. In place of hormone modification through castration, football players modify their hormone levels through nutrition, HGH supplementation, and anabolic steroids. All of this to play an incredibly violent game that causes acute damage—broken bones, ligament tears, concussions, paralysis, and even death—and lasting damage to one’s body and brain. Rise to fame and fortune for a chosen few? Out of the approximately one million high school football players in the United States, 6.5% earn a college scholarship and about 0.1% make it to the NFL and less than half of those individuals stay in the league beyond year 4. For every millionaire star athlete, there are countless stories of people whose only “earnings” from their playing career are debilitating injuries and chronic pain. Patronage by the rich and powerful? The people who own NFL teams and pay player salaries are some of the wealthiest people in the world. A sad or unfulfilling end to life? Retirement from the NFL is notoriously difficult for many athletes, not least because of the chronic pain (often leading to opiate or alcohol addiction) or cognitive decline and mood disorders from chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE).

Will modern American football eventually join the ranks of barbaric forms of entertainment from bygone eras or will it seem a mild prelude compared to what’s to come? The answer to this question may depend to a large extent on economics. With the castrati, the practice was motivated in large part by truly dire starvation-threatening circumstances (at least in the beginning, once castrati became celebrity figures other motivating factors (i.e. greed) started to play a role). It’s not hard to imagine a scenario in which the four horsemen—war, plague, famine, death—return large swaths of the global population to a state of such desperation that they are willing to consider offering up themselves or their children for a transformative high-risk/high-reward procedure of some kind.

Socioeconomic upheaval of this magnitude could pave the way for the return of aristocracy, likely another key factor for the potential development of a castrati-like practice. In this neo-feudalist future, we would once again see large numbers of nobles who are, for all intents and purposes, above the law and public reproach. As in the past, these new kings and queens and dukes and duchesses could use their influence and wealth to sponsor transhuman programs that draw “volunteers” from their peasantry. Whether these programs will initially produce transhumans for entertainment (art, sport) or for labor (servants, guards), it seems likely that the line will eventually become blurred—for example, uber-athletes produced for athletic competition also coming to serve as soldiers (or vice versa). The historical and fictional trope of the court mage (e.g. Mentats in Dune, any number of sorcerers/mystics who have served kings such as Merlin, John Dee, or Rasputin) suggests that rulers may seek out (or create) individuals who have undergone some kind of transformation that gives them unique mental abilities. If these cognitively enhanced individuals offer their rulers a decisive strategic advantage in military or politics, arms race dynamics could ensue and demand for “court mages” could soar.

A return to feudalism may or may not be necessary for the return of some new castrati-like practice, but either way it likely won’t be sufficient. For the castrati, the Catholic church supplied much of the legal, social, and financial resources that developed and sustained the practice, however it also provided the emotional and conceptual resources (e.g. the Catholic notion of sacrifice) through which families and the castrati themselves understood and justified the practice. What new religion or ideology might come to play the same role in the future? Maybe radical new forms of our current -isms (nationalism, racism, sexism, etc.) will provide the requisite physical and psychological resources, or perhaps it will be an almost entirely new ideology, one that is only dimly hinted at in our own times (or maybe it will be Catholicism that once again supports the production of specialized class of transhumans). Here’s a wild speculation: future ecological collapse will propel the rise of militant eco-cults that use elaborate schemes of genetic modification, plastic surgery, and hormone therapy (and whatever else is needed) to create animal-human hybrids (think Thundercats or Stalking Cat) as a part of some master plan to bring about radical environmental restoration (steal this premise). Of course this specific scenario is probably a little far-fetched (or is it?!?), but the general picture—an ideology that currently exists in benign form turning virulent and co-opting powerful biological or psychological modifications for its ends—might not be.

When you get to the part of the book review where you discuss animal-human hybrids, that’s probably a sign you should wrap it up. One final thought: though we cannot know how our transhuman future will unfold, we can be certain that the history of the castrati (and of eunuchs more generally) will only grow in relevance as perhaps the best (the only?) example of extended human-transhuman co-existence. In a strange and hopeful twist of fate, the castrati, so often shunned and ridiculed in life, may in death come back to center stage and be honored as the rock star mutants that they were.

[
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A Eunuch's Dream by Jean Lecomte du Nouÿ (1874)

Endnotes

1: One of the funnier aspects of the book is how hilariously Italian the names of all the castrati were. A few examples: Loreto Vittori, Atto Melani, Antonio Bernacchi, Francesco Bernardi ("Senesino"), Valentino Urbani, Giusto Fernando Tenducci, Girolamo Crescentini, Giovanni Battista "Giambattista" Velluti, Venanzio Rauzzini.

2: This is a joke by Balatri as the Italian region of Norcia was known for producing traveling surgeons which commonly carried out the castration operation.




The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change

Introduction

Suppose you lived in New York City at the beginning of the 19th century and wanted to travel to Boston. How would you get there?

In 1800, you would’ve probably traveled by stagecoach. The trip would take you 4,800 minutes, or just over three days to complete. By the time you arrived, your coach would have stopped over a dozen times—every 20 miles​​—to switch out horses and passengers. Your chances of being robbed, breaking a bone on a bumpy road, or even sitting in a puddle of stagnant water were quite high.

Fast forward to 1966 and that same trip will take you a mere 300 minutes by car. That’s 16x faster, not to mention a whole lot more comfortable.

But in that 166 years, it’s not just travel time that will see a precipitous decline; cost will too.

That stagecoach fare would’ve cost you $30, upwards of a month of wages for the average laborer in 1800—and that’s not including required meals or lodging for the 3-day journey! By 1966, the trip will cost less than $5 in gas, and chances are, like almost half of the US population, you’ll already own a vehicle by then.

It’s not just people that are moving around faster and cheaper though; it’s goods, ideas, and technologies too. This process is called diffusion, and geographers spent much of the 20th century studying how innovations in transport and communication led to immense diffusion between cultures.

But by 1989, our author, David Harvey, was asking a different question. Harvey was an academic geographer by trade, and he was less interested in the immediate effects of diffusion—which were widely studied at that point—than the process of diffusion itself. He began to wonder if the nature of diffusion was changing over time—he suspected it was becoming faster—and if that might have some effect on culture too. In other words, he was plotting the derivative at a time when everyone else was still studying f(x).

Harvey ended up coining a term to describe his rate of diffusion idea: time-space compression. It spawned an entire subfield of study within geography. He used the concept to explain changes in the way people perceived the world throughout the 20th century, and in doing so, also explained a new cultural phenomenon whose origins had stumped everyone else at the time: postmodernism (don’t worry—we’ll define it later if you’re not familiar).

Harvey published his findings in a book, The Condition of Postmodernity. It went on to not only be his bestselling work as a geographer (47,000 citations and counting) but made him into something of an intellectual celebrity within the broader academy. Take the laudatory words of one of his peers as proof:


"Students need only visit the offices of professors who work in [fields other than geography]; they'll often find that Condition of Postmodernity is the only book by a geographer on their shelves."



So why does Harvey’s book matter? And more importantly, how can his ideas help us understand the remainder of the 21st century to come?

Quick background on Harvey

Before we dive into the review, let me give you some quick context about our author to help you orient yourself.

David Harvey is an academic geographer born in 1935, specializing in economic and urban geography. He’s a prolific writer, having published 27 books and dozens of academic papers. He’s also quite famous for having taught Karl Marx’s Das Kapital for over 50 years now, including in an online MOOC which went viral a decade ago.

If that didn’t give away Harvey’s political bent, this will: he’s credited with having invented the academic discipline of “Marxist geography” which is exactly what it sounds like. You might even recall that another one of Harvey’s books, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, was featured in a previous AstralCodexTen review by Scott.

I bring this up because Scott’s review was (understandably) quite critical of Harvey, and I want to make a pitch to encourage you to stick around. Here it is:

Somewhere around the early 2000s, when Harvey’s book, Neoliberalism, first came out, he switched from writing about economic geography to discussing general economics and engaging in political activism (the freedom of tenure and whatnot). Naturally, the rigor and quality of his work went down as he deemphasized geographic analysis and championed his Marxist ideology. Thankfully, Postmodernity is from Harvey’s prior era, and despite my own initial skepticism, I found it to be a rather matter-of-fact and straightforward book.

There’ll be plenty of time to quibble with Harvey’s Marxist tendencies in this review, but I encourage you to read on because many of his ideas have analytical value beyond the Marxist ethos.

The origins of objective time and space

Before we can start defining Harvey’s idea of time-space compression, we should start by exploring what time and space even mean. If those sound like weird concepts to define, you’re not alone. One of the big ideas of Postmodernity is that time and space are concepts we take for granted. We have a tendency to naturalize them, assuming they’re immutable and nothing more than boring tools to measure our world.

Harvey, like many thinkers from his day, emphatically rejects this idea. A major goal of his is to separate our subjective experience of time and space from our more objective measurements of them.

But first, we need to figure out where the split between objective and subjective time and space arose in the first place. And to do that, we’ll need to travel back a few hundred years to medieval Europe.

In medieval times, around 500-1400 CE, time and space were mostly perceived as subjective concepts. This was the time of feudalism where communities were relatively isolated from one another and there were no real means of transport to get from place to place. For most of this period, the mechanical clock and Gregorian calendar didn’t even exist, so it was difficult for people to make their experience of time and space legible to one another.

We have evidence that people had a very personal, subjective way of looking at time and space because of the art from that period. Harvey says that medieval cartographers had a tendency to “emphasize the sensuous rather than the rational and objective qualities of spatial order.” Take a look at these medieval maps to get an idea of what he’s talking about:
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Plate 3.3 from The Condition of Postmodernity

These maps are, quite literally, useless to an outsider without the subjective context of what their creator was trying to depict.

This all began to change with the Renaissance in the 15th and 16th centuries. A number of developments occurred simultaneously, fueling one another and laying the groundwork for an objective sense of time and space.

The most obvious visual change was the use of linear perspective by artists of this period. This meant that artists began producing paintings, maps, and other works of art from a “fixed viewpoint” and representing three-dimensional spatial depth on a flat, 2D canvas. Cartographers also imported conceptual breakthroughs like the Ptolemaic grid which divided space up into a coordinate plane and made it possible to create maps that were consistent, rational, and representative beyond just a single person’s viewpoint. Suddenly, maps started looking like this:
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Plate 3.4 from The Condition of Postmodernity

You can see how the map looks more modern and perhaps somewhat useful, even today.

If the Renaissance is what laid the groundwork for an objective understanding of time and space, it was the Enlightenment that built the whole damn house. For Harvey, the key difference between Renaissance and Enlightenment views of time and space is that the former sought to render them objectively to further “reflect God’s glory,” whereas the latter saw it as a secular means of “dominating nature for human emancipation.”

We’ve officially moved from an artistic and cultural movement to a full-fledged extension of state power by the 17th century. This was bolstered by a variety of innovations from this era like scientific map projection, cadastral surveying, and the chronometer. Collectively, this new objective way of seeing the world gave Enlightenment thinkers better ways to organize society and supported concepts like property rights, territorial boundaries, and the land tax. In fact, it’s basically impossible to imagine our modern concept of the state (or anything from James C. Scott’s Seeing Like a State) without the Enlightenment’s objectification of time and space.

And while Harvey is careful to avoid applying a value judgment at this point in the historical timeline, you get the sense that he thinks the Enlightenment took the objectivity thing a bit too far. He starts sounding like Foucault, pointing out that there’s no such thing as a truly “objective” way to organize time and space. Along the way, he cites examples of how objective time and space can be wielded for political gain (think the Enclosure Movement in England or the appropriation of indigenous land in the US), and he ends this part of the book with an ominous note that these tensions are only going to get worse as we move toward the 20th century. Hint: he’s not wrong.

The rise of modernity and time-space compression

By the time the Industrial Revolution began in Great Britain (around ~1760), the Enlightenment had mostly run its course, and objective, absolutist views of time and space were the prevailing ways of seeing the world. The Western world has entered a new era: modernity. And, at least in Harvey’s words, it sounded pretty great:


“[Modernity] amounted to an extraordinary intellectual effort on the part of Enlightenment thinkers 'to develop objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according to their inner logic.' The idea was to use the accumulation of knowledge generated by many individuals working freely and creatively for the pursuit of human emancipation and the enrichment of daily life. The scientific domination of nature promised freedom from scarcity, want, and the arbitrariness of natural calamity. The development of rational forms of social organization and rational modes of thought promised liberation from the irrationalities of myth, religion, superstition, release from the arbitrary use of power as well as from the dark side of our own human natures.”



While modernity is the intellectual and material project of this time, modernism is the cultural movement that dominated in parallel. A big question the reader is bound to have at this point is whether culture is a product of economic/technological conditions or vice-versa. This is where Harvey’s aforementioned Marxist ideology will implicitly provide an answer in the form of historical materialism—that is, culture, and therefore modernism, is downstream of economics and technology. Harvey takes it for granted in Postmodernity that modernism is largely a cultural reaction to modernity and all of its societal effects. A weaker version of this thesis has already been shared by Scott before, and I don’t think it’s that far from the truth.

If we accept that culture is going to be dramatically influenced by the material and technological conditions present at the time, then it follows that modernity is going to be a pretty turbulent time for culture because of how rapidly things are changing in the material world. Just compare what it was like to be a modern factory worker in 1900 vs. a feudal serf 500 years prior—it’s not just that different cultural products have diffused to you in these two time periods, the rate of diffusion itself has changed concomitant with the material conditions.

This is where Harvey’s idea of time-space compression comes in. Here’s how he defines it:


“I mean to signal by [time-space compression] processes that so revolutionize the objective qualities of space and time that we are forced to alter, sometimes in quite radical ways, how we represent the world to ourselves. I use the word 'compression' because a strong case can be made that the history of capitalism has been characterized by speed-up in the pace of life, while so overcoming spatial barriers that the world sometimes seems to collapse inwards upon us.”



And here is the classic image of time-space compression as shown through innovations in transport:
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Plate 3.1 from The Condition of Postmodernity

See how the world is getting smaller?

The key thing to understand about time-space compression is that it’s only referring to our perception of the world that we intuit as a function of the rate of diffusion. Obviously, the distance between Sri Lanka and Argentina has not literally changed, it just feels like it has because things diffuse between those two places much faster. As a result, the world feels smaller, and culture changes more quickly. To understand the link between time-space compression and cultural change, let’s explore some of the dynamics that arose during the 20th century.

The first big dynamic to understand is the privileging of time over space in cultural and intellectual works. This makes a lot of sense—space starts to matter less because technologies of transport allow you to navigate the world faster, so time becomes the more important metric to keep track of.

But more than that, Harvey points out that people’s sense of time has become warped by how quickly things are diffusing from place to place. People are starting to grapple with simultaneity and internationalism—Harvey’s way of saying that the world is beginning to become interconnected and something that happens in one place can have parallel, near-instantaneous effects elsewhere. Today, we take it for granted that something like the 2008 financial crisis can climax in less than 24 hours, but the early origins of that were more than a little disquieting for 20th-century thinkers.

It’s not just our sense of time that is distorted though; space is also dramatically affected and becomes less important than place. You can think of space as the abstract, sort of physical container we all live in, whereas place refers to space that is imbued with meaning and cultural significance. Tucson, Arizona is a place, whereas the boring desert roads you might take leaving from there are just generic space until you reach another place of interest.

Harvey subtly suggests that geographers, who started making a distinction between space and place in the late 20th century, only needed these conceptual tools once space had become decoupled from place. That was the result of time-space compression which led to the relative homogeneity of space across the world and also made any single point in space less important. This in turn means place starts to matter more because places, those points in space that have a sense of meaning and great difference from one another, are more differentiated than the generic space that surrounds them. Likewise, moving from Tulsa to Wichita might have been a huge change in 1850, but you’d probably need to move to NYC by 1950 to feel like your world was really turned upside down.

All of these new dynamics mean that time and space start to be perceived more relatively than absolutely. Because time-space compression increased essentially monotonically throughout the 20th century, each passing year made absolute measures feel less and less useful as tools to make sense of the world. Space becomes relative because distance is negligible and less differentiated, and time becomes relative because change keeps happening faster and faster. Our Enlightenment ideals around absolute time and space which had dominated culturally for generations now have finally collapsed in on themselves. And the result, Harvey argues, is a rather messy 20th-century history to come.

Modernism in 20th-century culture

So we’ve laid out the dynamics of time-space compression and how it has a tendency to make time and space relative, not absolute concepts in one’s mind. But what are some of the cultural movements that actually resulted from these dynamics? Harvey quotes the French poet, Charles Baudelaire, to begin his tour of 20th-century history:


“Modernity is the transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is the one half of art, the other being the eternal and immutable.”



He calls this Baudelaire’s formulation, and he returns to it again and again throughout the book to show how much of a paradox modernity is. Let me explain it using some concrete examples.

Coming into the 20th century, cultural producers basically split into two groups: one group that became obsessed with trying to represent how transient and ever-changing life had become—let’s call them the Ephemeral Eccentrics. And another group that was concerned with trying to create permanence and stability amidst all that change—we’ll call them the Permanent Patrons. Let’s be clear that Harvey does not actually use either of these names (are you surprised?) nor slice a dichotomy this clean; this is just my attempt to make a fairly onerous book a bit more accessible.

The Ephemeral Eccentrics (EEs) are our first act, and they became dominant around 1910. The best example of the EEs in art is probably the cubist movement among painters. This was the first time that Western visual artists seriously departed from the use of linear perspective since basically the Renaissance. There are a host of explanations for why cubism came about when it did, and none of them individually captures the essence of what cubism represents. However, at the very least, most cultural critics agree on one point: that cubism was an attempt to grapple with the complexity, fragmentation, and pluralism that constituted modern life. All of which are consequences of time-space compression in the industrial age, according to Harvey.

Beyond the cubists, you see an emphasis on temporal immediacy in literature—writers emphasizing the present moment to the exclusion of other frames of reference. This is the period when writers like James Joyce would say things like: “the present is the only real location of experience.” They also become concerned with trying to express synchronic and not just diachronic phenomena—meaning they’re trying to encapsulate the sense of simultaneity and internationalism present in the world.

The EEs are clearly concerned with the first half of Baudelaire’s formation, but they won’t get the last word. Harvey notes that the Permanent Patrons are what quickly come to dominate the intellectual zeitgeist of modernity. The PPs were less worried about representing ephemerality than trying to contain it. Intellectuals and artists sought to represent the parts of life that were eternal, whether that be in art, culture, or science. This is an understandable reaction: when culture starts to collapse in on you under the forces of time-space compression, it’s natural to seek some stability amidst all that change.

The obvious examples of the Permanent Patrons at work can be found in the architectural designs of Le Corbusier, Gropius, and Mies van der Rohe. They emphasized function over form, clean lines & straightforward geometric shapes, and a top-down, technocratic approach to urban planning. And while we look back and think they had a weird, temporally-specific aesthetic​​, they genuinely felt they were creating timeless works and uncovering the “laws of architecture” at the time. This style became more and more popular as the world became increasingly chaotic in the inter-war and post-war years, with the latter period leading to the excesses that we now call high modernism.

Ultimately, the high modernist sect of the Permanent Patrons would experience a lot of backlash due to their unwillingness to compromise and disregard for more humanist approaches to art. They represented the universalist approach to permanence and Harvey suggests that appealing to science, technology, and rationality was just one way to create a sense of immutability in a transient world.

The other option was to find (or sometimes create through the use of mythology) stability in one’s identity and cultural group. This was the path that the Nazis and other fascist and far-right groups took in the 1930s. They appealed to a sense of shared ethnic heritage, something that theoretically was stable and ideologically durable over time (assuming immigration was staved off and racial purity maintained). Harvey calls this localist approach among the PPs reactionary modernism, a far-right tactic for creating a sense of stability amidst a homogenizing, globalizing, and chaotic world.

If we return to Baudelaire’s formulation, we can finally understand the paradox of modernity now. The two halves—ephemeral and permanent—are not disjointed, but are intertwined like the yin and yang. It’s only through the rapidity of change that comes with time-space compression that you can have a culture so obsessive with creating stability by any means necessary. Analogously, Harvey quotes historian Stephen Kern to draw attention to a parallel irony at the time:


“One of the great ironies of the period [is] that a world war became possible only after the world had become so highly united.”



Indeed, it’s quite ironic that the forces of modernity which brought about globalization and promised a universal world order were also simultaneously responsible for localist backlash and a resurgence in geopolitics.

The turn toward postmodernity

Coming out of the World Wars, high modernism dominated the cultural zeitgeist throughout the 1950s and 60s, and it seemed like the Permanent Patrons had won the spirit of the age.

Then, things fell apart.

The 1970s represented the beginnings of an enormous repudiation of modernist ideology and culture that arrived in the form of postmodernism. It’s difficult to define postmodernism in a succinct way because it’s less a coherent school of thought than a loose grouping of thinkers across fields who collectively question, probe, and reject the meta-narratives that motivated modernity. I want to make this more concrete, but I’m going to tread carefully because previous attempts have often failed.

Maybe the best way to illustrate postmodernism is by way of juxtaposition (itself a common approach in the field). If the high modernists of the 50s and 60s were worried about trying to create consistent, rational, and efficient designs that leveraged science and technology, postmodernists were all about questioning the fundamental assumptions implicit in the modernist imperative. Planners in the style of Jane Jacobs would question the value of consistency & rationality and what those qualities overlooked in urban design. Philosophers like Jean-François Lyotard challenged the notion of efficiency and who it served. And critics like Foucault pointed out how science and technology were socially constructed and leveraged for political and institutional ends.

Postmodernists were on some level, quite cynical when evaluating modernist thought. They represented a resurgence of the Eccentric Ephemerals—taking nothing for granted but the constancy of change itself. And because they rejected the key principles of the Permanent Patrons, these neo-EEs couldn’t really propose a cohesive alternative to modernism. Instead, they advocated moral relativism, pluralism, and epistemological relativism as a way of avoiding taking a singular position at all. (Careful readers will note that the paradox of postmodernism is that the rejection of all meta-narratives is itself a meta-narrative in some form.)

Harvey, by way of literary theorist ​​Ihab Hassan, includes a table that very bluntly (and he admits this) contrasts modernism and postmodernism:
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Table 1.1 from The Condition of Postmodernity

Postmodernism wasn’t just about critiquing modernism from an ivory tower though. Like modernism in the time of modernity, it motivated artists and cultural producers to develop works of art that challenged the austerity, sterility, and universality of their modernist counterparts. Here’s one of the best known (and most egregious) examples:
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The Piazza d'Italia from New Orleans completed in 1978

From the perspective of the Permanent Patrons, postmodernism seemed to come out of nowhere. It intellectually preoccupied the academy and high society within a very short period of time, and an open question of that era was where postmodernism had come from in the first place.

This is where Harvey arrives with his idea of time-space compression to save the day. He argues that postmodernism, like modernism that came before it, is a byproduct of time-space compression and its effects on society and culture. Postmodernism merely represents time-space compression at its apex near the end of the century.

But if you’re like me, you may be wondering, why now? Does postmodernism really represent culture crossing some invisible threshold where the time-space compression is so out of control it has collapsed in on itself? And if so, why is the threshold situated in the early 1970s and not some decade prior?

Thankfully, Harvey has an answer for these questions too. And, finally, we’ve at The Condition of Postmodernity’s climax.

A divergence in the economic configuration

While both modernism and postmodernism are cultural reactions to the forces of time-space compression, Harvey introduces an additional variable to explain the cause of their divergence: the configuration of the economy.

He’s riffing off of the regulation school, a popular approach to political economy that developed in the 70s, to help explain how changes in the configuration of the economy affected the severity of time-space compression. Specifically, he’s concerned with two concepts: the regime of accumulation and the mode of regulation.

The regime of accumulation refers to how the economy reaches a stable equilibrium between consumption and accumulation. This equilibrium is supported and maintained by a set of policies, institutions, and norms called the mode of regulation. Together, these two create a certain economic configuration that affects materialist outcomes (and, per our prior claim, culture as well).

In the postwar period, starting around 1945, the economic configuration that became dominant throughout the Western world was Fordist-Keynesian (or just Fordism for short). The means of production consisted of large factories supported by full employment of the workforce and strong social welfare programs. Effective demand was generated both by rising wages among workers and state-sponsored investment programs like urban renewal and the Marshall Plan. Living standards rose, wages continued to increase, and GDP per capita saw its highest growth among OECD nations ever. It seemed, at least from an economic standpoint, like a great time to be alive.

The problem was that Fordism was a relatively rigid configuration. Factories were giant, fixed capital investments intended to be amortized over the course of decades. Unions instituted labor contracts which left businesses very little room to adjust in times of poor performance. Even the state itself was tied up in trying to support massive, ever-increasing entitlement programs like social security. All of this assumed stable economic growth—things were fine until suddenly, they weren’t.

That moment arrived in the 1970s when stagflation hit and the economy began to unravel. The regime of accumulation, regulation theorists would say, was no longer stable. The system needed an overhaul and that came in the form of a new type of economic configuration, one that Harvey calls flexible accumulation.

Flexible accumulation is so named because it was directly concerned with addressing the rigidities inherent in Fordism. Businesses outsourced the bulk of their manufacturing to developing countries where labor was cheaper and more readily available. Neoliberal politicians like Reagan and Thatcher significantly weakened domestic union power, ushering in an era of more flexible labor arrangements such as part-time work, subcontracting, and outsourcing. Developed economies also broadly shifted away from a goods-based to a service-based economy.

Flexible accumulation also meant the introduction of new sectors of production, the most notable of which was finance. Harvey lays his finger pretty heavily on the ideological scale at this point, disparaging finance as “paper entrepreneurialism” and calling it a cheap form of arbitrage. I was surprised to find that, even way back in 1983, people truly hated the financial sector. Baudelaire would appreciate that at least one thing has stayed constant!

Granted, this attitude is politically-motivated and inaccurate. Paper entrepreneurialism is still, well, entrepreneurialism, when you take into account the fact that finance was critically responsible for making the move from Fordism to flexible accumulation possible. The creation of financial instruments, a more nimble set of financing pathways, and increased liquidity on a global scale were important tools in bankrolling this shift in economic configuration.

Harvey’s point in jumping from a cultural history of the 20th century to an economic one is because he doesn’t think it’s a coincidence that postmodernism appeared right around the same time that flexible accumulation became the dominant economic configuration. The crux of Postmodernity’s argument is that this shift in configuration is what further accelerated time-space compression and resulted in an analogous cultural shift. Let’s explore what some of those cultural shifts looked like in the time of postmodernity.

Postmodernist culture

The important thing to realize about postmodernism is that Harvey believes it to be a continuation of modernism and not its own distinct historical era. This is a fairly hot take—before Harvey’s book was published, most people thought that postmodernism signaled a clean break from the times of modernity. And while at first glance, postmodernism does seem to be a wildly different cultural expression foreshadowing the onset of another age, a closer look reveals that it’s really just a more extreme version of many of the things that were going on a few decades prior.

While time-space compression played a significant role in quickening the pace of life during modernity, it resulted in extreme volatility during postmodernity. Both systems of production and consumption seem to turn over so quickly that you can barely remember what came before. A lot of this is enabled by the less rigid economic configuration, like just-in-time inventory management, that flexible accumulation allows for.

One of my favorite points from the book is how Harvey demonstrates that this volatility affects businesses too. In a much more dynamic marketplace, long-term planning becomes more difficult as your plans are quickly made obsolete or irrelevant. This seems to have something to do with Thiel’s concept of indefinite optimism, the privileging of law/finance over engineering/art, and an emphasis on statistics & managing risk.

Harvey’s most jaded in this section when he talks about the market beginning to emphasize image over actual substance. You see huge growth in advertising during this period and branding, marketing, and PR become big industries of their own and valid ways to make lots of money independent of tangible investment. Just like the “paper entrepreneurialism” from before, Harvey is frustrated by these industries which he views as decoupled from tangible, worthwhile effects on peoples’ lives. An important point here is that images and brands, aided in distribution by new technologies like cable television and eventually the internet, can turn over a lot faster than physical, material goods. This leads to yet more acceleration in the economy and the feeling of greater relativity in terms of time.

Most of this discussion thus far has been around the further compression of time, but little has been said of space. That doesn’t mean space isn’t being compressed too, though. Harvey mentions some examples of this, such as cultural goods beginning to diffuse across borders independent of the physical migration of people. For example, he points out that the croissant spread very quickly throughout big cities in the US, without any major change in French immigration to those cities. That is sure to contribute to the feeling among consumers that space is a relatively inconsequential barrier. In other cases, Harvey misses some big developments, like the spread of the standardized shipping container throughout the 60s and 70s which contributed greatly to global commerce.

But Harvey can be disturbingly prescient at times, predicting how the trend of time-space compression will continue to propagate discontent into the 21st century.

In one section, he talks about how the obsession with image production and advertising is going to inevitably lead to a search for the authentic and genuine among the masses. This is yet again reminiscent of Baudelaire’s formulation—people seeking timeless authenticity in a time of shallow, ever-changing marketing—and a disturbing foreshadowing of Donald Trump.

Later in the book, he continues his discussion from before about how place is becoming more important than space. In a system of flexible accumulation, capitalists are able to more easily exploit locational advantages than was possible under Fordism. This leads to businesses attempting to relocate and “exploit minute spatial differentiations to good effect.” He even predicts that places and their local governments will recognize this and inevitably seek to create their own advantages in a bid to attract greater private investment. This reminds me of Amazon’s search for the location of its second headquarters, HQ2, in 2018, and the humiliating dance that a number of cities participated in to vie for who could offer the best tax break.

Just like during modernity, we also see regular attempts by the Permanent Patrons to introduce some stability and a sense of timelessness during this period. However, whereas the PPs were the dominant cultural producers in the first half of the 20th century, they are now the minority players.

One big example of the pursuit of stability can be found in the obsession over a “search for identity” and a return to one’s roots during the end of the century. People begin to become very concerned about preserving place history, to the point that such efforts can even become artificial, contrived, and relatively detached from the actual location’s true historical background. This was precisely the driving force behind turning Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco into a tourist attraction in the 1980s.

Some commentary on Harvey’s argument

The Condition of Postmodernity is one of the most thought-provoking books I’ve read in years, but it’s not for the faint of heart.

A lot of this has to do with Harvey’s style of writing and methods of inquiry. He tries to show how time-space compression squeezes the culture by picking a bunch of cultural works from a time period and demonstrating how they’re different from works that came prior. Harvey is extremely well-read, so you get examples from a plethora of fields—art, architecture, literature, philosophy, etc. This strengthens his position a lot, but being less well-read myself, I always had a bit of underlying anxiety that he was cherry picking or overinterpreting some trend.

I kept wishing throughout Postmodernity that time-space compression was operationalized in a more rigorous way, such that I could track it more precisely over time. I come from a quantitative social science background, so inevitably every research question ends up looking like a data science problem to me. I actually spent some time wrangling with some economic data in Jupyter notebooks, and I kept realizing how contrived and misleading the markers for time-space compression I was building were. To Harvey’s credit, I understand why he took a qualitative approach and I suspect that something as subtle as the link between culture and the type of economic configuration would be difficult to do justice in describing from a quantitative angle.

With that being said, that doesn’t mean Harvey couldn’t have been more rigorous in his qualitative approach. This book is split into a tripartite structure—one part dedicated to modernist and postmodernist culture, another to Fordism vs. flexible accumulation, and the final part discussing time-space compression as a link between the prior two. In a weird twist of Conway’s Law, you get the sense that his choice to structure the book this way had a major effect on his argument.

For example, Harvey spent a lot of time describing modernism and Fordism as big categories and then time-space compression as a mediating link between them, but relatively little effort was put into tracing a change in material practices to an explicit, micro-level shift in culture. For example, there are countless anecdotes of how the advent of the radio led to faster diffusion and turnover of culture causing new practices like popular music to sprout up. The structure of Postmodernity would have made it difficult for Harvey to complete this type of analysis, and it potentially discouraged him from including what the book needed the most: examples at the object level.

Postmodernity is also entirely Eurocentric, lacking any examples of time-space compression and its effects upon developing economies (the receiving end of outsourced manufacturing in the second half of the 20th century in many cases). Harvey sort of apologizes for this blunder at one point, but it comes across half-hearted because he could have easily thrown the reader a bone and included at least a couple of cultural examples from outside the Western world.

I’m not just saying this to have a (postmodernist) ax to grind; it genuinely made the book a lot weaker. Developing economies in the 20th century were bound to be less globally connected and experience time-space compression at different rates than the fully-industrialized Western world. Showing how they fit into the picture and how these dynamics affected their cultural development could have reinforced Harvey’s argument, or at the very least, added a lot of nuance.

Finally, I wish Harvey would have offered a framework to disambiguate which parts of the economic configuration mattered the most in driving time-space compression. What was more significant in the 20th century: capitalist development or technological innovation? Of course, the two are intimately connected, but there are some interesting cases where they become decoupled: the Soviet Union for example. Is a communist state subject to the same sort of time-space compression that Harvey is talking about? Assuming technology is more likely to change than our economic system, getting to the bottom of this question is useful for figuring out how time-space compression will continue to evolve and look in the future.

Toward a post-postmodern future and decentralized accumulation

Speaking of the future, the natural question after reading The Condition of Postmodernity is, “What’s next?” When are we going to move past the age of postmodernity and what cultural era will follow? Is there any room left for time and space to further compress?

Let me start with that last question and work backward. I think so, and we already see evidence of this since Harvey’s book was published. In 1989, less than 1% of North Americans were using the internet. Fast forward to today, and over 90% of the continent is online. The rest of the world is not far behind. While there is no doubt that the automobile, shipping container, and television played a big role in making time and space feel negligible, there’s been no technology more disruptive to our sense of time and space than the internet.

And while the internet has certainly ushered in another round of time-space compression, it seems uncertain that it has substantially changed the economic configuration that underpins 21st-century society. Amazon may be an internet-native company, but it still relies upon flexible labor contracts, physical warehouses, and an international supply chain to operate. Likewise, Uber and Lyft may be a very real source of work for thousands of Americans, but they have yet to usher in a transition to the gig economy and a restructuring of the relationship between labor and capital.

If you subscribe to Harvey’s thesis that you ought to focus on economics/technology, time-space compression, and culture in that order, then the most promising developments at the moment are those which propose a transformation of the economic regime above all else.

Are you thinking what I’m thinking? Yeah, I’m talking about crypto. On one hand, crypto represents a set of potentially useful technologies, a nerdy intellectual community, and a massive target of venture capital investment at the moment. On the other hand, it’s a legitimate political manifesto for reorganizing institutions, capital, and the internet in a decentralized fashion. If Postmodernity were written at the conclusion of such a manifesto’s implementation, Harvey might call this style of configuration decentralized accumulation.

Whether the crypto community will succeed in its endeavors to remake the economy in a decentralized fashion is yet to be seen. However, there is strong evidence that if crypto is successful, it will contribute to yet an even greater amount of time-space compression than we currently experience. Smart contracts, decentralized finance, and DAOs represent, above all else, programmatic implementations of their centralized counterparts. Independent of their decentralized nature, this quality alone is going to lower transaction costs and make things happen a lot faster than they used to.

Remember at the beginning of the pandemic when everyone started quoting Lenin fondly?


“There are decades where nothing happens; and there are weeks where decades happen.”



It isn’t a coincidence that NFTs, DAOs, or the metaverse took off during the pandemic. Regardless of what you think about the rise of these cultural phenomena, they represent an invocation of Baudelaire’s formulation—yet another attempt to build permanent and immutable solutions to the transient and ever-changing challenges plaguing our world.
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The Dark Forest by Liu Cixin
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The way I read books is pretty weird. Usually, it's not super long reviews that catch my interest. Or medium long reviews or, really, reviews at all. I could scroll through tons and tons of Reviews on Goodreads without once feeling the urge to buy a book. Perhaps this is more about Goodreads reviews than reviews in general but the positive reviews on Goodreads never get me excited since they're usually just retelling the story. And the bad ones have become less and less useful as I've seen more and more clearly unjust three-star reviews litter the top reviews on the pages of my favorite books. It's very possible these complaints only apply to the Goodreads community, but I still think my method for picking books to read is the best one. What is it you ask?

Usually… weird, vague, and mysterious one-line sentences on Hacker News written by random people on the internet.

If you don't already know, very very often users on Hacker News will post answers to well defined questions like "What are the most fundamental books on computer science?" all the way to the more insanely defined and impossible to answer: "What books changed the way you think about almost everything?" The threads themselves end up containing thousands of comments with just the name of a book, from thousands of different people, with hundreds of replies to each top-level comment often agreeing that, yes, this particular book does in fact change the way you think about everything. Sometimes the comments can be even more enticing like this one:


"The Beach - Alex Garland… I'm 42 now, but read this in my late twenties. If you are 18-32 this book will save your life."



I bought The Beach as soon as I read that. How many traditional book reviews have had that kind of effect on you?

All this is to say, when I initially picked up The Three-Body Problem (the first in the trilogy The Dark Forest is a part of) I did it because of a comment on one of these Hacker News threads - so I really had no idea what I was in for. I knew it was Sci-Fi and that's about it. And in the spirit of weird Hacker News style book recommendations, I want to give you one at the start of this review:


The Dark Forest by Liu Cixin.



In all seriousness if you have even the most remote interest in any of the following keywords, you should not read this review and probably buy the book (that includes you Scott): Aliens, The Fermi paradox, The Great Filter. This review is going to contain tons of spoilers and I would sincerely hate to deprive anyone that would have a good experience reading this book from having the same experience I had with it, especially because (if by some miracle this is published) I suspect a lot of people in this audience would be those people.

I.

If you know anything about The Three-Body Problem, it's probably that Obama has apparently read it. The Dark Forest is the second book in The Three-Body Problem trilogy and The Three-Body Problem is also the name of the first book in the series. Allegedly the series is sometimes referred to as Remembrance of Earth's Past but I don't think I've met anyone that calls it that. The series is written by Liu Cixin and was first published in Chinese in 2008 and in 2014 was translated to English.

The Dark Forest is a pretty strange novel, and I mean that in the best possible way. Not because of the story, but actually - yeah that too. Really though, it's strange because it does something no other Sci-Fi book I've ever read has done. That is, it feels like this book is more a genuine hypothesis to the problem of the Fermi paradox than a fictional book at all. That hypothesis is the dark forest theory of the universe. It's a theory, I get the impression, Cixin is confident in. And most importantly it is a theory that is meant to describe the situation in the real world and in addition it happens to also explain the state of affairs in the world of The Three-Body Problem. Let me put it this way, it would not be unfair to describe The Dark Forest as a seven-page journal article you might find on arXiv detailing a new answer to the Fermi paradox, wrapped in a four hundred- and ninety-three-page fictional story.

The dark forest theory itself is both terrifying and surprising depending on how many answers to the Fermi paradox you've read. Yet I feel as though even if you have read about the general category the dark forest theory falls into, the amount of detail it is described in and the detail of the world it is presented in, would still be enough to make it terrifying, though maybe less surprising. What's more, the theory carries a weight of on the face plausibility that is hard to describe but feels something like you're reading a theory of equal importance to the theory of evolution except for some reason you're hearing it through the words of a character in China in the future and not in a paper giving evidence for each fact. In this sense, the fictional story serves as something of a case study for the theory itself.

By far the most interesting thing in The Three-Body Problem is what Cixin calls a Sophon. These are proton sized supercomputers that are sent by aliens to Earth to stop us from undergoing an intelligence explosion while the aliens themselves are travelling to Earth to murder us. The Sophons can travel at the speed of light and so arrive before the alien fleet. The aliens initially only send two. They use these Sophons to interfere with particle accelerators on Earth so we can no longer trust the results coming from them which is supposed to stop us from making any fundamental progress in particle physics, which in turn means we won't experience any leaps and bounds in our science.

I love the idea of Sophons, you can think of them as close to human intelligence level invisible spheres able to subtly influence the environment at the atomic level to fulfill the will of their masters. There are just so many things you can do with them. In fact, I think they are kind of underutilized in the book and open some plot holes because of how OP it makes the aliens. They could just do so much that they don't ever do: Carefully manipulate the memory of computers such that you could never trust the results of any computation again - check. One by one make every president of a country slowly go crazy until the last one quits - check. Crash the stock market a couple of times - check. All of these seem totally within the realm of possibility of things Sophons could do. But instead, they just mostly spy on us.

I think it would be a little unfortunate if Obama only read The Three-Body Problem - it's easily my least favorite of the three novels but feels the least important, at least if I'm properly understanding what Cixin and this series care about. Also, if there was anyone The Dark Forest was meant for, I'm guessing it would be, in ascending order of importance - (1) people who could realistically stop Earth from sending messages into space and (2) people who could make it illegal for us to send messages into space (sitting US presidents). But where The Three-Body Problem is typical and fun Sci-Fi - The Dark Forest is just off the wall bananas in every way.

II.

The Dark Forest feels special right from the premise, I love how simple it is.


There are aliens headed toward Earth to kill you. They are much much smarter than you. They are 450 years away.

_This is your final exam._You have 60 hours 450 years 200 years.

Your solution must at least allow Harry  Earth to evade immediate death,_despite being naked…



I'm not saying the stakes are as high as getting the good ending to your favorite fanfic - but they're definitely up there and this is basically the position the characters are in at the start of The Dark Forest. You have the combined thinking power of the entire Earth to solve a very well-defined problem but with similarly well-defined constraints, how do you do it?

Well, it involves a bunch of the craziest plot points I think I’ve ever heard. Seriously, just skim the plot section of the Wikipedia page. You'll find phrases like: "nuclear-equipped Kamikaze space-fighters", "Wallfacers", "Wallbreakers" and of course "escapes by pretending that he holds a dead man's switch which can destroy NYC."

Writing these out brings back memories of what it felt like to read the book which is simultaneously sheer bewilderment and fascination at how many different elements of stories there are going on. At the same time as there are complicated interstellar prisoners' dilemma there is also a geopolitical drama on Earth that involves the UN and other countries trying to decide who is and isn't a war criminal. Assassination plots. Long narratives describing extremely detailed ship-to-ship combat sequences. It's as though there are three or four different genres of books in here but only one of them is Sci-Fi and they’re all happening at more or less the same time. Oh, and did I mention these are occurring over two hundred years?

Yup, the book is split into three distinct parts with two distinct time periods and in total covers two hundred years of time. It achieves this by having characters hibernating for long periods and other times just skips forward a dozen years or so. What this means is that not only is this book Sci-Fi and all the other genres I mentioned - it also offers a take on the future and what the future would be like if the Earth were collectively suffering the anxiety of an alien armada invading, for two hundred years. These time jumps work surprisingly well and I was consistently impressed with just how many elements Cixin was able to deal with only for these then to be amplified by the smaller and larger time jumps.

With all these different genres, plot points and time periods you might think it would be hard to follow the story and you would be… right. Sometimes. This might just be because of my experience reading the book as a Westerner, but it can get a little confusing simply because of how many characters there are across multiple time periods all interacting with several, often, isolated plots. It can feel like the characters slightly blur together. It's probably not a great sign that the book opens with a Dramatis Personae of all the characters and acronyms in the book, that I definitely referred back to multiple times. However, the character descriptions were broad enough that I knew who I was reading about wasn't who I had in my mind, but not descriptive enough that I could place them if I had completely forgotten who they were. For example, a typical entry looks like: "Ding Yi: Theoretical physicist." Maybe that's enough for some people to realize who the book is talking about, but it wasn’t enough for me.

All that aside, the plot in this book is, overall, great. I really enjoyed how quirky and insane the story gets but all well within the rules of the world. As an example, I mentioned before that the aliens send these atomic sized supercomputer balls to Earth which effectively means anything on the planet that is on a computer or in print or said out loud could be transmitted back to the aliens. This (obviously) makes carrying out any offense or defense against the aliens tough/impossible because they could be in the room while we are drawing plans against them, or in the computer we have the plans saved. Part of me thinks this is the effect of a corner Cixin wrote himself into after The Three-Body Problem. Almost as though there wasn't supposed to be anything after it because why else would you make the aliens so OP that it becomes virtually impossible to defeat them unless you didn't intend to write about us defeating them.

True or not, the Sophons lead to some bizarre but hilarious situations that are so insane they are fun to read about and I often felt myself doing several mental spit takes during the first part of this book. How would you deal with countering Sophon powered aliens headed to Earth? If you haven't read the book, I can almost guarantee you won’t come to the conclusion the Earth collectively comes to. That is, create Wallfacers:


"These Wallfacers will be granted extensive powers that will enable them to mobilize and exploit a portion of Earth’s existing military resources. As they carry out their strategic plans, the Wallfacers need not make any explanation for their actions and commands, regardless of how incomprehensible their behavior may be. Monitoring and control of the Wallfacer activity will be undertaken by the UN Planetary Defense Council, the sole institution granted the authority to veto Wallfacer commands under the UN Wallfacer Act."



Essentially - designate a handful of humans to come up with their own plan for how to defeat the aliens, then ask them not to tell anyone about their plan so the aliens can't find out what it is by listening to a conversation. And since the Sophons can't read minds, the only people who truly know what their plans are, are the Wallfacers themselves. They are then given license by the UN to pretty much do whatever they want if it serves a plan of defeating the aliens. Almost no one can stop them and say, "hey this is a little strange - are you sure it's a good idea?" Because the Wallfacers can just reply, "all part of the plan." And no one will ever know if they're serious, or just pursuing something ridiculous to fool the aliens into thinking we're doing something silly, only to bring out the true strategy at the last minute. I think it's a reasonable idea except for - oh yes - it leads to a couple of possible crimes against humanity involving nuclear weapons and the planet Mercury.

What do the aliens do in response? What else but ask people from the organization that supports an alien invasion to follow the Wallfacers around until they can figure out their true plan - they are the Wallbreakers. This might seem silly but was actually quite fun to read and I don't mean it as a negative point about the book, just proof that this book is off the wall bananas.

Clearly, despite what the cover of the book will tell you about being "rooted in cutting-edge science" there is not much of that cutting-edge science to be found in many places. The way Sophons are created might as well be magic, even though Cixin tries to come up with a plausible sounding method for their construction it just is not rooted in any science I've ever heard or understand. I don't mean to cherry pick the one unscientific thing in the book but it's just that, generally, realism isn't exactly one of the book's strengths, in terms of its storytelling. I suppose you could argue that a lot of the Sci-Fi elements come from real places, but they don't end in real places and in the case of Sophons, employ what feels like magic to work. Though right at the end of the book there are some very clever uses of gravitational waves which strike me as quite realistic and no one ever goes faster than the speed of light (at least not until the third book). I also don't mean for this to count as a negative in any way. But I do know that some people don't like Sci-Fi where unrealistic things happen so I thought I should mention that, to those of you who value pure scientific realism, well you might have a lot of issues with this book.

To me, this stuff really isn't a problem at all, and I very much enjoyed even the magic Sophons.

III.


"This is the picture of cosmic civilization. It’s the explanation for the Fermi paradox."



I said earlier that it wouldn't be unfair to describe this book as many pages of plot wrapping a seven-page answer to the Fermi paradox. In fact, I think it would not be unfair to describe the entire trilogy as thousands of pages of plot wrapping a seven-page answer to the Fermi paradox. What is this answer and is it any good?

I'm going to start out by saying that ever since I read The Dark Forest it has become my favorite answer to the Fermi paradox. If I were going to YOLO a bet on the correct answer to the Fermi paradox, well I would put my money on The Dark Forest.

So, what is the theory then?

It's actually not all that complicated. Or at least I thought it wasn't until I started writing this review. Then suddenly I lost all understanding of it. I think, though, at its core this theory really is simple - it can just get confusing in the book because Cixin considers objections and evidence to the theory at the same time he is explaining it. As you're reading the theory it all makes sense but the second you try explaining it to someone else you sound like an idiot because you're confusing objections with explanations with evidence. I think the theory's apparent simplicity comes from the fact that all the theory uses to answer the Fermi paradox is some game theory and other observable facts about the universe. According to Cixin, the reason we don't see aliens or alien transmissions in the galaxy, despite the huge number of life bearing planets, is not because there are no aliens but rather because the aliens are hiding. While I'm sure this type of answer has already been posed by other people, Cixin's key insight is into why the aliens might want to hide. For Cixin, they are hiding because sending any message into space is really a non-cooperative game, like the prisoner's dilemma, and the move that nets civilization's most utility is to stay silent.

This is different from what (some of us) might intuitively expect - that no utility is lost by sending a signal and getting nothing back. Perhaps we gain zero utility if we send a signal, hoping to contact another civilization, but don't hear anything back. However, if we did send a signal and got a response back, the payoff would be very high because we would be able to share technology, ideas, and other fun things. Under this assumption, the rational move for all aliens would be to broadcast signals all the time, there's very little to lose if it fails and a lot to gain if it succeeds. So, we look at the sky and wonder why no one else is speaking. In fact, according to dark forest theory, this assumption is incorrect. The loss in utility of sending a signal is much greater than zero and the payoff of making contact with another civilization is actually a disutility!

Or to put it in words, we have assumed that making contact with aliens will likely lead to positive outcomes, the sharing of technology among other things. However, not only does making contact not inevitably lead to positive outcomes. Making contact doesn't even have a good chance of leading to a positive outcome and if anything, it inevitably leads to (very) negative outcomes.

This is because we have made the implicit assumption that alien civilizations are more likely to be benevolent than malicious. Yet, what Cixin shows is that it is very rare for there to be civilizations that act benevolently even if they themselves have similar morals to us and would want the same things as us, for instance, to prosper together.

If you’re familiar with the prisoner's dilemma then you know that all Cixin is talking about is just a specific instance of a general game where the best move for each player, given the information available to them, is to act self-interestedly and hurt the other player. Meanwhile the other player makes the same calculation and comes to the same conclusion. So, both players pursue strategies that harm each other, and both end up losing out. To put it plainly, even though both players are aware of the lose/lose outcome, together they are unable to coordinate with each other such that they shift from the lose/lose outcome to the win/win outcome. Or, in dark forest theory terms, both civilizations pursue a strategy of acting maliciously even though both would prefer acting benevolently.

It's important to understand that in this kind of game the player's own ethical framework doesn't really affect their moves. Both players or civilizations might be very fine people, or very altruistic civilizations - yet as soon as they enter the game their interests completely change. My favorite example of this occurs on the planet Earth. In this now famous clip of the game show Golden Balls - which I'm sure you've already seen many times - two players manage to escape the lose/lose outcome of the prisoner's dilemma in the most exciting way possible. Somehow this clip makes tangible the fact that both players in this game really are not (as far as I know) evil people and both seem like rather decent people actually. However, as soon as they enter the game their incentives completely change and even though "stealing" might be something I suspect both find morally unpalatable, it becomes the best move for each player to make and takes what feels like a herculean effort of meta-game moves from one of the players to avert the game ending with both players stealing.

Likewise, according to Cixin, the best strategy for civilizations in the universe is to act maliciously even though mutual benevolence would be preferred by all civilizations. This translates to all civilizations keeping quiet in the game of "should we broadcast signals or not" but it also has an even more eerie effect on the related game of "what should we do if we hear signals from a civilization?"

If a civilization detects through radio waves or otherwise the presence of another civilization, like in the game of should we broadcast signals or not, civilizations can either stay quiet or respond, however to some civilizations there will also be a third option of 'kill'. Where instead of merely staying quiet, they could launch the equivalent of a pre-emptive nuclear strike. According to dark forest theory, acting maliciously here and not only remaining silent but going the further step of wiping out any civilization you detect yields the highest payoff.

So, if dark forest theory is correct, then civilizations would never broadcast signals in the open, and civilizations which hadn't figured out that this is the best strategy, would be summarily executed by a neighboring civilization that has.
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Or in the beautiful words of Cixin:


“[In] this dark forest, there’s a stupid child called humanity, who has built a bonfire and is standing beside it shouting, ‘Here I am! Here I am!’” Luo Ji said.

“Has anyone heard it?”

“That’s guaranteed.”



To summarize: the conclusion of the dark forest, then, is that the universe is like a dark forest since we don't see any signs of life in the universe because they are hiding because it is dangerous to reveal yourself.


"The universe is a dark forest. Every civilization is an armed hunter stalking through the trees like a ghost, gently pushing aside branches that block the path and trying to tread without sound. Even breathing is done with care. The hunter has to be careful, because everywhere in the forest are stealthy hunters like him."



This conclusion depends on several premises but by far the most controversial, and the one the entire theory hangs on, is the premise that the payoffs of the prisoner's dilemma between civilizations is structured in such a way that civilizations will pursue the strategy of acting maliciously and making moves in accordance with this strategy. According to Cixin, the truth of this premise comes down to two facts about the universe: (1) intelligence explosions and (2) distances in interstellar space.

Cixin observes that the rate at which we have progressed, in the eyes of the cosmos, is an intelligence explosion. Like how an artificial general intelligence might experience a fast or slow takeoff to an artificial superintelligence, we are - on the timescales of the universe - a fast takeoff. The span of time it took for us to go from hunter gatherers to farmers to modern technology looks almost exactly like an artificial general intelligence quickly turning into an artificial superintelligence - if you are comparing our progress every thousand years or so. Further, Cixin generalizes this observation about us to other civilizations and across time. He seems to claim that either most civilizations or all civilizations that reach a certain point of technological maturity will continue to grow at this exponential rate unless something stops them. This means that over the course of millions or thousands or even hundreds of years of exponential development, Humans could go from where we are now - a civilization that it’s hard to imagine would be very threatening to any aliens worth their salt. To a civilization which might be a legitimate threat.

How does this influence the incentive for civilizations to pursue malicious moves instead of benevolent ones? Well, that's where the distances of interstellar space come in. If a civilization hundreds or thousands of light years away from Earth detects signals from Earth, they would have to consider the fact that we might be developing exponentially when deciding whether or not to either: respond, stay silent or kill.

Since it takes so many years for a message to reach Earth - it becomes impossible to establish beforehand whether we are going to act maliciously or benevolently when receiving that signal. And since we are developing exponentially, while the alien civilization might not have anything to fear from us now (lol nuclear weapons is that all?). In a hundred or two hundred or a thousand years we might have developed to the point where not only can we detect that civilization back but also kill them back. So really, if we can continue developing exponentially, we are a future threat.

Together, (1) and (2) make it such that it is very hard - if not impossible to trust that other aliens will act benevolently in any game, before you make your move. This is because of what Cixin calls the chain of suspicion. The civilization that detects Earth wants to play benevolent but doesn't know what move we are going to play and can't attempt to coordinate the move because (1) we might not be a threat now but (2) are far away enough that by the time we get the message we will be a threat and so the aliens can't take a chance on us not being a threat. Likewise, we want to play benevolent but don't know what move the other civilization is going to play. The other civilization wants to play benevolent but also knows that we don't know what move they are going to play. This goes on forever. This is kind of convoluted, but the ultimate effect is that civilizations can't establish trust with each other and thereby can't coordinate a benevolent/benevolent outcome. In fact, I think all the chain of suspicion is really trying to establish is that the prisoner's dilemma we are talking about here is not iterated.

In an iterated version of the game there are multiple rounds of the game, so if a player hurts you can hurt them back the next round and both players will take that into account when deciding which strategies to use. Ideally, if the game is iterated, it could allow players to build trust and help each other if the other player helps them (tit-for-tat) among other strategies. Whereas in the game of Golden Balls, if a player hurts you by stealing you can't hurt them back, so there is no mechanism for building trust. And what Cixin seems to be saying is that the same is true in space - sending or not sending a signal to an alien civilization is a one round prisoner's dilemma because you don't have any experience with what strategy that civilization plays the game. If civilizations really can't establish trust, either because the chain of suspicion is correct or just because we accept that sending a message is a non-iterated prisoner's dilemma, then you don't have any reason to believe other civilizations will act benevolently in any of the games you play with them. And your best strategy becomes to hurt the other players because it offers the highest payoff. Just like in Golden Balls where the best strategy is to steal.

With everything taken together, this means that if you are a very technologically advanced civilization you will firstly make the "malicious" move of not broadcasting any signals in the open despite the potential payoff you might get if both you and another civilization broadcasted signals. Secondly, if you ever detected signals coming from another planet and had the means to kill them - you would not respond because even though you might now be ahead of them technologically, this won't always be the case. You could similarly not just stay silent because the civilization you have detected could one day develop enough to detect your own presence and would be incentivized to play a malicious move because they would not be able to trust that you are benevolent. So, your only move becomes to make the malicious move of killing the civilization.

And that is dark forest theory.

It shouldn't be surprising that the universe in The Dark Forest is a dark forest. But Is our own universe one and what reasons do we have for thinking that it is or is not? I think Cixin's a priori reasoning does seem to follow. That is, his reasoning about how alien civilizations would act assuming some facts about the physical world are true. If everything Cixin assumes is right, then I find it hard to avoid the conclusion that the universe is a dark forest. However, if there is anywhere to attack dark forest theory it is in its assumptions about the world. There are at least two assumptions that jump out at me.

The first is that the universe is full of alien civilizations to be afraid of. A lot of the reasoning Cixin makes about civilizations in The Dark Forest is contingent on it being true that there is a lot of not just intelligent life in the universe, but life that is intelligent enough to form civilizations. It certainly could be true that the universe really is as full as Cixin describes it, but this does depend on what the variables in the Drake equation eventually resolve to. If it turns out that some of them are low enough for there to be only one or two civilizations in the milky way total, then it's hard to see how dark forest theory could be true even if its game theory were correct.

Another key assumption is that life and particularly technological species keep growing forever at an exponential rate. This is one of the harder ones to believe just because of how shaky life sometimes feels on Earth, it’s hard to imagine how any aliens could be one hundred percent justified in being worried about us evolving into a threatening civilization. Perhaps there is a high probability we'll continue to grow exponentially but it doesn’t feel like a certainty and, in fact, it might not even be that high.

Further, if dark forest theory is true, it would need to be the case that for every civilization that gets to where we are - they often continue developing exponentially. If not, then an alien civilization could sometimes take a risk and bet that maybe this civilization won't continue to develop so we can just keep quiet and let them blow themselves up. Or maybe it's even worse than that and it is much more likely for civilizations to wipe themselves out than for them to continue developing exponentially, in which case if there are any stable civilizations in the universe - the game theory just wouldn't work out in favor of them having such a strong preference in us or anyone else being killed.

Given what we know about the many times we've almost been wiped out, whether it’s from an asteroid or nuclear weapon, I am somewhat skeptical that we will necessarily be more likely to develop exponentially than not, especially for long periods of time. What's more, we might just not continue to progress exponentially and start progressing linearly at some point if this was the case the dark forest logic would again break down and alien civilizations would no longer be as motivated to act maliciously.

One more thing. It's worth nothing that if this really is a new solution to the Fermi paradox that wasn't published on arXiv, it's worth asking why that is the case. If it is true that this is the answer, then why does Cixin need to pose it through fictional characters in an off the wall plot? This is not to say that reciting the theory through fictional characters makes the theory false. It's just a little suspicious.

IV.

Before I can end this review I feel like I need to address the elephant in the room: Grabby Aliens.

If you don't already know - Robin Hanson has recently come out with a new answer to the Fermi paradox that is a paper published on arXiv and which uses math and real facts we know about the world to come to conclusions about the Fermi paradox. This is as opposed to other answers which Hanson sees as mostly based on speculation instead of hard evidence.

I'm not embarrassed to say I don't totally understand Hanson's model of Grabby Aliens, there is a lot of math in the paper, and I chuckled when I saw the following comment on the topic:


I was reading the paper and my wife asks me what I'm reading. I replied "I don't have a clue"



So, all my understanding of Hanson's paper basically comes from Scott Aaronson's blog on the topic and this podcast with Hanson. And from what I do understand Hanson's model of Grabby Aliens is surprisingly like dark forest theory - at least in their conclusions. Except, where dark forest theory uses game theory and fiction to answer the Fermi paradox - Hanson uses math and data.

The conclusion Hanson comes to is that there are certain kinds of aliens we can call grabby, and these are any aliens (biological or non-biological) that "[take] over things and [change] the appearance of what they take over" meaning they consistently get bigger and bigger and stop others from the space they occupy from becoming grabby. What this boils down to is just like in the case of dark forest theory, if we ever were to find another grabby alien, the result would be our end since we would be transformed by the grabby alien into part of its expansion. This might mean our death or assimilation. In a sense this is a very similar conclusion to dark forest theory in that both models depend on a view of aliens that views (some of) them as exponentially developing things that, were we ever to bump into, would not be good for us. In fact, it would be an existential threat.

However, I think where these models crucially differ, besides their justifications for these points, is the importance of radio signals. The way I see it, deciding whether to broadcast signals just wouldn't matter much if Hanson is right about grabby aliens. Since grabby aliens will continue to grab whether we alert them to our presence or not. Perhaps on shorter timescales it might matter, but on a long view of the universe, we would be consumed by a grabby alien that isn't us whether we hide or not.

It does feel a little harder to defend dark forest theory after grabby aliens. I certainly feel much more aware of the weaknesses in the dark forest theory after hearing Hanson talk so much about how other theories are so speculative. Yet, even considering grabby aliens, I can't say that I'm ready to give up on the dark forest outright. In fact, as far as answers to the Fermi paradox go, I think dark forest theory falls somewhere in the middle between totally speculative and well supported.

I think that, at the very least, dark forest theory has enough going for us to take it seriously as an answer - despite being published in a fictional book. The key serious takeaways for me are that the Sophons are already here - so we should probably start figuring out how to deal with that. But more importantly we should almost certainly stop broadcasting signals into space specifically to find intelligent life. The risks just feel too high and the payoff is not nearly enough. Overall, I'm partially to nearly convinced that dark forest theory is the reason we don't see other intelligent life broadcasting signals in the universe.

Finally, if The Dark Forest and The Three-Body Problem are just wrappers around a novel theory to the Fermi paradox, are the other nine hundred and ninety-three pages of story worth reading? Even though I've seen several comments from people that found the series boring, I just did not feel that way and I think especially from The Dark Forest, the series gets more and more worthwhile from a story perspective. I do see how the first book might put a damper on things, but overall, the series is worth reading. Almost certainly The Dark Forest and the third book, Death's End, are worth reading.






The Dawn Of Everything

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

ON ROUSSEAU, ESSAY CONTESTS, POLITICAL MOTIVATIONS FOR REVISITING THE ORIGIN OF HUMAN CIVILIZATION, AND THE BOOK IS INTRODUCED

In 1754 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, at the comfortable age of 42, was composing a monograph for an essay contest not dissimilar to this one. Hosted by a local university, the prompt for the contest was "What is the origin of inequality among people, and is it authorized by natural law?” Rousseau’s submission, Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men, became an intellectual sensation. In its long life as one of the foundational documents of the Western world it has been, at times, blamed for the bloody slaughter of The Terror, and, at other times, lauded as the inventor of the progressive Left.

Disqualified from winning the contest due to its unapologetic length, the Discourse’s depiction of an original state of nature populated by noble savages, a state eventually sundered by agriculture and the invention of private property, was monumentally influential. His genius move was to politicize the past, offering up an alternative mirror to Hobbes’ view, itself already political, which portrayed life in prehistorical societies with that oft-repeated phrase: “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes, founder of the political Right, and Rousseau, founder of the political Left, both built their arguments on the bedrock of prehistory. But on different bedrocks. The lesson being: if you want to change human society, change the past first.

Enter The Dawn of Everything, which tries to change the past by taking a third way orthogonal to the Rousseau/Hobbes spectrum. Published to widespread acclaim just six months ago, it was blurbed by the likes of Noam Chomsky and Nassim Taleb, and given glowing reviews in The New York Times, The New Yorker, and many others. A doorstopping tome of public-facing but dense scholarship, it harkens back to back to an older age—it even has overwrought Victorian section titles calligraphed in ALL CAPS.

It’s a co-authored book by David Graeber and David Wengrow. The Davids. First, we have David Graeber, anthropologist, famed author of Debt: the First 5,000 Years, notable figure in the 2008 Occupy Wall Street movement, a playful but snarky writer, almost certainly the reason for the section titles being the way they are, and now deceased at the relatively young age of 59, just several weeks before The Dawn of Everything was published, victim of a totally inexplicable and blazingly fast case of necrotizing pancreatitis. The surviving David, David Wengrow, is lesser known but more erudite, more pragmatic, classically academic both in his pedantry but also in his impressive armament of archeological knowledge, and it’s Wengrow who’s been trying to fill the shoes of the more famous Graeber by making the post-publishing media whirlwind tour, sometimes to visible discomfort as he goes on long-winded lectures while the hosts try hastily to cut to the next segment.

What is the version of prehistory the Davids offer in The Dawn of Everything? It is an anti-story. The Davids are offering up an alternative to (as well as a criticism of) thinkers like Steven Pinker or Jared Diamond or Yuval Noah Harari, all of whom give a standard model of human prehistory that goes small hunter-gatherer tribes → invention of agriculture → civilization (with its associated hierarchies and private property and wealth inequalities).

The original hunter-gatherer tribes are often reasoned about via the analogy of contemporary hunter-gatherer tribes (or at least, those in recent history surveyed by anthropologists). Yet which tribe is an “appropriate” analogy changes depending whether the reasoner is a follower of Hobbes or Rousseau; a modern Hobbesian might prefer to use the war-like Yanomami as the analogy, whereas a follower of Rousseau might prefer the more peaceful and egalitarian Hadza, Pygmies, or !Kung.

The thesis of The Dawn of Everything is that neither of these is correct. In fact, the Davids argue the standard model of prehistory isn’t supported at all by modern archeological and anthropological evidence; in its place they offer a complexified account, wherein prehistorical humans lived in a panoply of different political arrangements, from extreme egalitarianism to chattel slavery, and that, just like humans in recorded history, they consciously collectively chose to live in the arrangement they did (well, except for the slaves), with the result being that


the world of hunter-gatherers as it existed before the coming of agriculture was one of bold social experiments, resembling a carnival parade of political forms. . . Agriculture, in turn, did not mean the inception of private property, nor did it mark an irreversible step towards inequality. In fact, many of the first farming communities were relatively free of ranks or hierarchies. And far from setting class differences in stone, a surprising number of the world’s earliest cities were organized on robustly egalitarian lines. . .



So for the Davids, the question is not, as it was for Rousseau, “How did inequality arise?” but rather, given the diversity of prehistorical ways of life, “How did we get stuck with the inequalities we have?”

This is a very interesting question to ask and the Davids marshal a veritable trove of evidence, some of which really does convincingly support their theses. But there is a problem with the book. For their own version of prehistory is corrupted by politics, the same corruption they accuse Rousseau and Hobbes and other thinkers of falling prey to before them. After all, the Davids’ express purpose is to argue that humans, in their diverse forms of prehistorical governments, are free, even playful, and capable of imagining new ways of living and consciously choosing to live in these ways, which the authors take to imply that radical progressivism, or post-capitalism, might be successful in our modern world—and moreso, that it implies our current world and its ills are, in turn, a choice. The Davids don’t hide their progressive goals, either in the book or in interviews, and their political leanings are evident from the way it’s written as well: their sensitivity to social justice spins throughout like a finely-tuned gyroscope. This often leads to blanket statements, like how Western civilization is currently great “except if you’re Black,” or even outright misrepresentations of their opponents, like assigning to Steven Pinker the claim that “all significant forms of human progress before the twentieth-century can be attributed only to that one group of humans who used to refer to themselves as ‘the white race’” (Pinker definitely doesn’t claim this), or rejecting kinship-based scientific theories of altruism with reasoning like “many humans just don’t like their families very much” (these are all real quotes).

Somewhere, within the morass of innuendo and political leanings, as well as the truly encyclopedic display of archeological and anthropological knowledge, there is a truth as to how humans lived prehistorically, and how civilization, with all its ills (and its goods) came to be. But what is that truth?

THE AGRICULTURE REVOLUTION WAS NO REVOLUTION, NOR DID IT INEXORABLY LEAD TO INEQUALITY; INEQUALITY, EVEN CHATTEL SLAVERY, ALREADY EXISTED


Our world as it existed just before the dawn of agriculture was anything but a world of roving hunter-gatherer bands. It was marked, in many places, by sedentary villages and towns, some by then already ancient, as well as monumental sanctuaries and stockpiled wealth. . .



And with this the Davids begin their dissection of the idea that agriculture was the root cause of political inequality, arguing that agriculture was not actually a “revolution” that irrevocably changed how humans lived.

Instead, the Davids present a wave of evidence that pre-agricultural hunter-gatherer societies could be incredibly politically diverse, and, sometimes, rival the worst atrocities of modern societies; at other times, they could rival their best. They zoom into the Native American foragers (not farmers) who lived on the California coastline, and observe substantial political differentiation, even out thousands of years into the past. Particularly between the Yurok in California and their northern neighbors of the Northwest Coast. The Yurok


struck outsiders as puritanical in a literal sense. . . ambitious Yurok men were ‘exhorted to abstain from any kind of indulgence. . . Repasts were kept bland and spartan, decoration simple, dancing modest and restrained. There were no inherited ranks or titles.



Compare that to the Native Americans of the Northwest Coast, right above them:


Northwest Coast societies, in contrast, became notorious among outside observers for the delight they took in displays of excess. . . They became famous for the exuberant ornamentation of their art.



The Yurok and other micro-nations to the south only rarely practiced chattel slavery. In stark contrast,


in any true Northwest Coast settlement hereditary slaves might have constituted up to a quarter of the population. These figures are striking. As we noted earlier, they rival the demographic balance in the colonial South at the height of the cotton boom and are in line with estimates for household slavery in classical Athens.



Indeed, there is evidence of Native American chattel slavery that goes back to 1850 BC in Northwest Coast societies (again, these are not agricultural societies).


The behavior of the Northwest Coast aristocrats resembles that of Mafia dons, with their strict codes of honour and patronage relationships; or what sociologists refer to as ‘court societies’—the sort of arrangement one might expect in, say, feudal Sicily. . .



So we have slave-owning Mafia dons to the north, and meanwhile, ascetics to the south. Despite both being foragers, they ate extremely different diets, with Californian tribes relying on nuts and acorns, while the Northwest Coast societies were sometimes referred to as ‘fisher-kings’ (presumably due to their two loves: aristocracy and fish). As the Davids say,


this is emphatically not what we are taught to expect among foragers. . . within the tiny communities that did exist, entirely different principles of social life applied.



Furthermore, the Davids make a good case that agriculture was not the sort of parasitic memetic invasion it is often portrayed as by writers like Yuval Noah Harari.


Once cultivation became widespread in Neolithic societies, we might expect to find evidence of a relatively quick or at least continuous transition from wild to domestic forms of cereals. . . but this is not at all what the results of archeological science show.



Instead


the process of plant domestication in the Fertile Crescent was not fully completed until much later: as much as 3,000 years after the cultivation of wild cereals first began (. . . to get a sense of the scale here, think: the time between the putative Trojan War and today).



This is despite the fact that scientific experiments on wheat genetics have revealed that


the key genetic mutation leading to crop domestication could be achieved in as little as twenty to thirty years, or at most 200 years, using simple harvesting techniques like reaping with flint sickles or uprooting by hands. All it would have taken, then, is for humans to follow the cues provided by the crops themselves.



So if it was a revolution, it was one that occurred as slowly as almost all of post-literate human history combined. And not only that, but prehistorical societies seem to develop agriculture and then consciously abandon it, preferring some other way of life. The Davids give several examples of this, including the builders of Stonehenge, who


were not farmers, or at least, not in the usual sense. They had once been; but the practice of erecting and dismantling grand monuments coincides with a period when the people of Britain, having adopted the Neolithic farming economy from continental Europe, appear to have turned their backs on at least one crucial aspect of it: abandoning the cultivation of cereals and returning, from around 3,300 BC, to the collection of hazelnuts as their staple source of plant food. . .



This sort of laissez-faire attitude toward farming is true in many other places, for example, in the early Amazonia there are seasonal cycles in and out of farming, and same for the habit of keeping pets but not domesticating animals fully, i.e., people who were neither forager or farmer, and often for thousands of years.

Nor did the agricultural revolution, even as it was occurring, result in one way of living; it seems like during the transition toward farming very different societies were possible, even those that lived in proximity to one another, the exact same as hunter-gatherer societies. Consider the upland and lowland sectors of the Fertile Crescent in the Middle East; sectors which are themselves demarcated by Göbekli Tepe, the world’s oldest construction of stone megaliths, dated to around 9,000 BC.

[image: ]

(a) Göbekli Tepe, with its circular and rectangular regions, as seen from above. (b-c) Complex representational stone carvings.

Between the upland and lowland sectors we see, again, political differentiation. North of Göbekli Tepe, in the upland, there was a city wherein at


the centre of the settlement stood a long-lived structure that archeologists call the ‘House of Skulls', for the simple reason that it was found to hold the remains of over 450 people, including headless corpses and over ninety crania, all crammed into small compartments. . . Human remains in the House of Skulls were stored together with those of large prey animals, and a wild cattle skull was mounted on an outside wall. . . Studies of blood residues from the surface, and from associated objects, led researchers to identify this as an altar on which public sacrifice and processing of bodies took place, the victims both animal and human.



In comparison, lowland villages of the Fertile Crescent also attached a great importance to human heads, but treat them in an altogether different manner, in a way one might describe as touching (despite its macabre nature), like the ‘skull portraits’ found in lowland Early Neolithic villages.


These are heads that are removed from burials of women, men, and occasionally children in a secondary process, after the corpse had decomposed. Once separated from the body, they were cleaned and carefully modelled over with clay, then coated with layers of plaster to become something altogether different. Shells were often fixed into the eye sockets, just as clay and plaster filled in for the flesh and skin. Red and white paint added further life. Skull portraits appeared to be treasured heirlooms, carefully stored and repaired over generations. They reached the height of their popularity in the eighth millennium BC. . . one such modelled head was found in an intimate situation, clutched to the chest of a female burial.



Such details in art and priorities corresponded to political differences: the upland sectors of the Fertile Crescent were 


most clearly distinguished by the building of grand monuments in stone, and by a symbolism of male virility and predation. . . By contrast, the art and ritual of the lowland settlements in the Euphrates and Jordan valleys presents women as co-creators of a distinct form of society—learned through the productive routines of cultivation, herding and village life—and celebrated by modelling and binding soft materials, such as clay or fibres, into symbolic forms. 



And yet we know that the regions traded with one another. There are plenty of other examples of political differentiation, both pre- and post-agriculture, although even the Davids are forced to admit that agriculture marks a change. Eventually it


saw the creation of patterns of life and ritual that remain doggedly with us millennia later, and have since become fixtures of social existence among a broad sector of humanity: everything from harvest festivals to habits of sitting on benches, putting cheese on bread, entering and exiting via doorways, or looking at the world through windows.



But the fact that humans were able to invent, and then abandon, agriculture, and have inequality or equality to greater degrees throughout the invention of agriculture, and to continue to have political differentiation after agriculture, all suggests to the Davids that our ancestors, despite (as one might say) having the handicap of living in prehistory, were choosing to live a certain way, not simply driven like automata by environmental inputs or new inventions. They made conscious political choices, just like us.

CONSCIOUS POLITICAL CHOICE AMONG NATIVE AMERICANS AND THE “INDIGENOUS CRITIQUE” OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION

This thesis may sound surprising, but the Davids bemoan that this is because non-Western, non-European civilizations are consistently stripped of political self-consciousness in standard historical accounts, e.g.,


to Victorian intellectuals, the notion of people self-consciously imagining a social order more to their liking and then trying to bring it into being was simply not applicable before the modern age. . . this would have come as a great surprise to Kandiaronk, the seventeenth-century Wendat philosopher-statesman. . . Like many North American peoples of his time, Kandiaronk’s Wendat nation saw their society as a confederation created by conscious agreement; agreements open to continual renegotiation.



The conversational nature of the Wendat government led to most Jesuits describing French-speaking Native Americans as highly eloquent, as, at least among those who spoke Iroquoian languages, open conversation and debate were how tribe decisions got made, a process that rewarded the more eloquent and convincing of its members (although not all Native American states valued the reasonable debate of the Iroquois). 

But somehow the self-consciously political nature of New France was replaced by either the idealized fantasies of Rousseau or the idealized barbarism of Hobbes. The Davids have a story for how that happened, and it actually involves Kandiaronk. They argue that Native American intellectuals were the true originators of many of the criticisms of the Western World that would go on to define the political Left, and European intellectuals in turn co-opted their criticisms, using fictional Native Americans as mouthpieces, while the originals were forgotten to mainstream history. This is because Native American intellectuals,


when they appear in European accounts, are assumed to be mere representatives of some Western archetype of the ‘noble savage’ or sock-puppets, used as plausible alibis to an author who might otherwise get into trouble for presenting subversive ideas. . .



The reality was quite different, the Davids suggest, once you investigate evidence from the Great Lakes region where tribes like the Wendat, and Jesuits and fur traders, all mixed together. In the late 1600s, Lahontan, a French aristocrat, spent much time in New France, and there met the Kandiaronk (also called ‘Le Rat’, since his name meant ‘muskrat’). Kandiaronk was


at the time engaged in a complex geopolitical game, trying to play the English, French, and Five Nations of the Haudenosaunee off against each other. . . with the long-term goal of creating a comprehensive indigenous alliance to hold off the settler advance. . . Everyone who met him, friend or foe, admitted he was a truly remarkable individual: a courageous warrior, brilliant orator, and unusually skillful politician.



Kandiaronk was known for engaging the Europeans in debate, attending their dinner parties to converse with them, and Lahontan witnessed some of these debates and knew Kandiaronk personally. Later, an old man in Europe, Lahontan would publish Curious Dialogues with a Savage of Good Sense Who has Traveled which was a dialogue between fictional versions of himself and Kandiaronk; the latter offered forth convincing and eloquent critiques of European civilization, from its pitilessness to those in need, to its obsession with money, to its social inequality, to its lack of basic human freedoms that the Wendat still possessed. This “indigenous critique”


won a wide audience, and before long Lahontan had become something of a minor celebrity. He settled at the court of Hanover, which was also the home base for Leibniz, who befriended and supported him. . .



The indigenous critique served as a shock to the European system, setting the path to Rousseau’s Discourses by creating an entire genre of literature, as


just about every major French Enlightenment figure tried their hand at a Lahontan-style critique of their own society, from the perspective of some imagined outsider. Montesquieu chose a Persian; the Marquis d’Argens a Chinese; Diderot a Tahitian; Chateaubriand a Natchez; Voltaire’s L'Ingénu was half Wendat and half French. . . Perhaps the most popular work of this genre, published in 1747, was Letters of a Peruvian Woman by the prominent saloniste Madame de Graffigny, which viewed French society through the eyes of an imaginary captured Inca princess. All took up and developed themes and arguments borrowed directly from Kondiaronk. . .



But for a long time the dominant historical view was that Lahontan essentially created a fictional character (with intimate knowledge of European life and customs) to use as a convincing mouthpiece to give European critiques of European culture. Except that actually the pieces fit much better because Lahontan was, perhaps with only some exaggeration, writing the real Kandiaronk. This is attested to by Lahontan himself, who claims to have based it off of him, and is backed up by lost historical details like how outside accounts attest that Kondiaronk was indeed invited to debates comparing European life to indigenous life, and also how


there is every reason to believe that Kondiaronk actually had been to France; that’s to say, we know the Wendat Confederation did send an ambassador to visit the court of Louis XIV in 1691, and Kandiaronk’s office at the time was Speaker of the Council, which would have made him the logical person to send.



Judging this, I have to say I think the Davids are correct; there is a good case that there were real and serious intellectual contributions from Native Americans in critiquing the inequalities of European civilization, particularly from the articulate and debate-based Iroquoian-speaking nations.

This is a great hand to be holding, but, in a pattern that repeats throughout the book, the Davids overplay it. They claim the idea of inequality arose in Europe entirely through the indigenous critique, essentially proposing that some conversations being held by Jesuits and fur traders in New France were the mono-causal origin of the political Left. This spills into other ambitious overclaims, like how


one cannot say that medieval thinkers rejected the notion of social inequality; the idea that it might exist seems never to have occurred to them.



Really? In medieval Europe, the role of wealth in the clergy was fractious and constant. And Christ, the most important intellectual figure for medieval Europe, was himself a political radical and revolutionary, overturning the tables of the moneylenders and frequently espousing things like in Matthew 20:25-28:


You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be your slave. . .



What is that if not a statement of disgust at social inequality? And not for the only time in the book, the Davids undercut themselves when they later point out that the conception of inequality was alive and well in European peasantry:


A certain folk egalitarianism already existed in the Middle Ages, coming to the fore during popular festivals like carnival, May Day, or Christmas, when much of society reveled in the idea of a ‘world turned upside down,’ where all powers and authorities were knocked to the ground and made a mockery of. Often the celebrates were framed as a return to some primordial ‘age of equality’. . .



So in their overly confident conclusion, the Davids end up pushing a progressive mirror to the conservative take that all the good aspects of the Western world are based entirely on the Christian tradition; the mirror the Davids offer up is that the progressive politics of the Enlightenment are based entirely on the indigenous critique.

ON SEASONALITY AND THE “THEATRICAL” GOVERNMENTS OF PREHISTORICAL SOCIETIES, AS WELL AS THEIR CAREFUL BURIAL OF ABNORMAL INDIVIDUALS

One of the defining features of prehistoric humanity seems to be their dynamism and ever-changing nature. Even at the times when they are building monuments, things we would think of as “early civilization” like Stonehenge or Göbekli Tepe, it is often not permanent, but rather as celebrations, markers, or otherwise abandoned structures for much of the year. For instance, at Göbekli Tepe:


Activities around the stone temples correspond with periods of annual superabundance, between midsummer and autumn, when large herds of gazelle descended on to the Harran Plain.



This goes back even further; almost all the early signs of civilization look seasonal to some degree, like the striking “mammoth houses,” which were constructed from the bones of mammoths, often circular around a central open space, some going back 25,000 years, but not always suggesting continuous habitation—rather, grisly but beautiful meeting places or ceremonial floors.

This seasonality also shows up in anthropologist accounts of hunter-gatherer societies. The Davids quote from a 1903 book on seasonal variations among the Inuit, describing how during the summer,


Inuit dispersed into bands of roughly twenty or thirty people to pursue freshwater fish, caribou and reindeer, all under the authority of a single elder male. During this period, property was possessively marked and patriarchs exercised coercive, sometimes even tyrannical power over their kin. . . But in the long winter months, when seals and walrus flocked to the Arctic shore, there was a dramatic reversal. Then, Inuit gathered together to build great meeting houses of wood, whale rib and stone; within these houses, virtues of equality, altruism and collective life prevailed. Wealth was shared, and husbands and wives exchanged partners under the aegis of Sedna, the Goddess of the Sea.



One might reasonably ask whether this was all responding solely to environmental concerns: altruistic during periods of being flush with resources, despotic during periods of scarcity. But that’s not what we see. Among the Kwakiutl of the Northwest Coast of Canada


it was winter—not summer—that was the time when society crystallized into its most hierarchical forms, and spectacularly so. Plank-built palaces sprang to life along the coastline of British Columbia, with hereditary nobles holding court over compatriots classified as commoners and slaves, and hosting the great banquets known as potlatch. Yet, these aristocratic courts broke apart for the summer work of the fishing season, reverting to smaller clan formations—still ranked, but with entirely different and much less formal structures. In this case, people actually adopted different names in summer and winter—literally becoming someone else, depending on the time of year.



Which brings up why an early hierarchical government, like an aristocracy, capable of moving gigantic stones, or coordinating large hunts and storing food, would give up its authority in the off-season so easily—if there were rulers of these people, they did not have the sort of authority those in written history do, for


these would have been kings whose courts and kingdoms existed for only a few months of the year, and otherwise dispersed into small communities of nut gatherers and stock herders. If they possessed the means to marshal labor, pile up food resources and provender armies of year-round retainers, what sort of royalty would consciously elect not to?



So should we really even think of such rulers as royalty? Or are they almost a form of play royalty? There’s a certain theatricality to all this, isn’t there? Like how


among societies like the Inuit or Kwakiutl, times of seasonal congregation were also ritual seasons, almost entirely given over to dances, rites and dramas. Sometimes these could involve creating temporary kings or even ritual police with real coercive powers (though, often, peculiarly, these ritual police doubled as clowns). In other cases, they involved dissolving norms of hierarchy and propriety, as in the Inuit midwinter orgies.



The Davids suggest that for much of prehistory seasonality ruled, as if humans were seeing what fit, playing along, and under such structures formal authority was a wispy, changeable, seasonal, almost humorous thing. And various techniques kept formal authority from ever becoming too real. For instance, the Native Americans of the Plains would


dismantle all means of exercising coercive authority the moment the ritual season was over, they were also careful to rotate which clans or warrior clubs got to wield it: anyone holding sovereignty one year would be subject to the authority of others the next.



Of course, it might be easier to see how prehistorical societies worked if they buried more of their dead. Instead:


Most corpses were treated in completely different ways: de-fleshed, broken up, curated, or even processed into jewellery and artefacts.



But we see some of the weirdness of humans, their political diversity, peeking through. In an oddity of rich Upper Paleolithic burials


a remarkable number of these skeletons (indeed, a majority) bear evidence of striking physical anomalies that could only have marked them out, clearly and dramatically, from their social surroundings. The adolescent boys in both Sunghir and Dolní Věstonice, for instance, had pronounced congenital deformities; the bodies in the Romito Cave in Calabria were unusually short, with at least one case of dwarfism; while those in Grimaldi Cave were extremely tall by our standards, and must have seemed veritable giants to their contemporaries.



Such unexpected incongruities humanize our ancestors—perhaps we sometimes buried favored clowns rather than favored kings.

So yes, I think the Davids are right on this as well: there is at least suggestive evidence of a period of time, particularly around or right after 10,000 BC, of what might be called political experimentation by prehistorical humans. These nascent governments and formal systems of law and order might not have been taken all that seriously at first, more theatrical and seasonal in nature, until, slowly, as John Updike said, “the mask eats the face.”

THE SAPIENT PARADOX AS AN ANCIENT ANALOG TO THE FERMI PARADOX, AND THE GREAT TRAP OF PREHISTORY IT IMPLIES

Almost everything we’ve talked about so far, with the exception of the mammoth houses and some remains of gathering places, takes place after 10,000 BC. It’s really only in the Upper Paleolithic (12,000-5,000 BC) that there is any good evidence for what we would call civilization, with its associated lavish burials and monumental centers of ritual congregation and pilgrimage and trade networks and specialization of tribes toward certain industries, and it is only at this point that complex representation in art becomes essentially universal.

What was happening before then? Isn’t that the question we’re most interested in? The primal state of human nature? The vast majority of the Davids’ evidence throughout The Dawn of Everything comes from post-10,000 BC societies. And this is a problem, since even the Davids admit in the book that humans have been around for between 100,000 to 200,000 years.

This is a striking mismatch: let’s say modern humans genetically (mostly) and physically (definitely) were around 100,000 years ago: why does it take 90,000 years to get Göbekli Tepe? This perplexing question is called the “Sapient Paradox.” Colin Renfrew, the coiner of the Sapient Paradox, describes it as a


puzzling aspect, which I call the Sapient Paradox. . . we can see in the archeological record. . . the appearance of our own species, Homo Sapiens, about 100 or 150,000 thousand years ago in Africa, and we can follow the out-of-Africa migrations of our species, Homo sapiens, 60-70,000 years ago. . . Apart from the episode of cave art, which was very much limited to Europe and a bit further on to Asia, not a great deal happened until about 10,000 years ago. . . modern genetics has made clear that our genetic composition, speaking in general. . . is very similar to the genetic composition to our ancestors in Africa of about 70,000 years ago.



So, Homo sapiens (broadly: people who wouldn’t look out of place on the subway), go back 200,000 years, possibly having language all that time. And who knows, human-level cognitive abilities might even go back further than that—our cousins (and ancestors) the Neanderthals wouldn’t look very out of place on the subway either, perhaps prehistorical minds were similarly similar.

In asking “What took so long?” the Sapient Paradox is the prehistoric analog of the Fermi Paradox. Instead of: “Why are we alone in the universe?” the Sapient Paradox asks: “Why were we trapped in prehistory?” And just as the Fermi Paradox implies a Great Filter, the Sapient Paradox implies a Great Trap, a trap in which human society lived for, at minimum, 50,000 years, and, at maximum, something like 200,000 years or even more. Depending on your politics, the Great Trap might be an oppressive patriarchy, or perhaps a decadent matriarchy, or a lazy commune, etc (e.g., Steven Pinker, in The Better Angels of Our Nature, discusses a “Hobbesian trap” of mutual warfare between tribes—although he does not connect this to the Sapient Paradox).

Some might try to dismiss the Sapient Paradox by pointing to evidence of ongoing human evolution. And while there is some evidence of recent human evolutionary changes, it often seems clustered around things like dietary changes—at least, there’s no well-accepted evidence that human cognitive abilities emerged at 10,000 BC, and almost everyone who tackles these issues, from the Davids to Yuval to Pinker to Diamond, agrees that Homo sapiens was pretty much genetically-intact, at least in the ways we think should matter, somewhere between 100,000 to 200,000 years ago. Indeed, early Homo sapiens 300,000 years ago had brains as large as our own!

In The Dawn of Everything the Davids dismiss the Sapient Paradox in a curt section. It’s one of the worst-reasoned parts of the book. They simply miss what is puzzling about the paradox, instead trying to dissolve it by gesturing to ignored evidence of ancient culture from Africa (which they point out is due to a lack of funding compared to European archeology), with points like:


Rock shelters around the coastlands of South Africa are a key source, trapping prehistoric sediments that yield evidence of hafted tools and the expressive use of shell and ochre around 80,000 BC.



And also how


a cave site on the coast of Kenya called Panga ya Saidi is yielding evidence of shell beads and worked pigments stretching back 60,000 years.



They speculate there is undiscovered complex representational cave art in Africa that goes back equally far. This claim is based on how


research on the islands of Borneo and Sulawesi is opening vistas on to an unsuspected world of cave art, many thousands of years older than the famous images of Lascaux and Altamira, on the other side of Eurasia.



In other words, the Davids point out that beads, trinkets, pigments, and some (rare) cave art, does go back quite far, even to 40-50,000 BC. But, wait, this only makes the Sapient Paradox more perplexing! For then, why did it take so long to invent the sort of rich cultural products like megaliths and congregation points, trade networks, or agriculture, or stone carvings, or like, walls? Why did so little go on for so long? A few hafted tools and a couple strings of beads aren’t Göbekli Tepe, and rock art (and representational art in general) gets consistently more complex and omnipresent as time progresses—in the Upper Neolithic there’s rock art almost everywhere globally, but it really is extremely rare before that, even though enough instances prove we were capable of it. Taken altogether, it does appear like we were climbing out of some Great Trap that was our initial condition.

In another example of willful ignorance on this issue, the Davids ask:


Given that humans have been around for upwards of 200,000 years, why didn’t farming develop much earlier?



The answer they give (in fact, the Davids barely give it, they sort of vaguely imply) is that the advent of farming was due to the ending of the Ice Age and retreat of the glaciers. But this is in direct contradiction to a bunch of their previous points around farming, like how the post-Ice Age was actually a “Golden Age” for foragers, that early farming in general was done in more extreme environmental conditions and was often even an act of desperation, that agriculture was easy to discover and evolve as a technology, and that it was a natural, almost inevitable, outcome of the caring relationship hunter-gatherers had with the land.

So the Davids leave the Sapient Paradox unexplained. Of course, the Davids might simply say that there was civilization from the beginning, but their evidence for this would be nonexistent; even they admit there is a cut-off


beginning around 12,000 BC, in which it first becomes possible to trace the outlines of separate ‘cultures’ based on more than just stone tools.



That is, if the cavalcade of cultures that the Davids posit stretched back further than the 12,000 BC boundary of the Upper Neolithic, there would surely be some evidence—prehistorical societies, in their experimentation with different forms of organization and life, would leave traces of their divergences, or inventions of different technologies and art, i.e., all the myriad things we see humans do during the time of political experimentation that the Davids do have, at minimum, suggestive evidence for. Instead, everyone was silent for tens of thousands of years.

And it’s this silence, just like the silence of the stars, that is striking. The question becomes: How were the silent people before the Upper Neolithic living, and also, what accounts for this efflorescence in culture and ways of living in the Upper Neolithic?

The work of Robin Dunbar seems important here, somehow, although no two thinkers on these topics use it in the exact same way. Dunbar’s number is the idea that humans can hold around 150 distinct social relationships in mind at any one time, and that this is a function of their cortex size, for, in primates, the greater the neocortex the larger the average social group size.

[image: Our Brain Size Limits Our Number of Social Connections]

It seems there’s likely something special about Dunbar’s number being violated—after all, a lot of the Upper Neolithic revolution is occurring when groups of humans (in the few hundreds) are getting together seasonally into much larger groups, making pilgrimages, joining, and then dispersing. Each theory might have a different relationship to Dunbar’s number; for the followers of Rousseau, past Dunbar’s number egalitarianism begins to break down, and therefore the terrible necessity of the inventions of hierarchy, state, and bureaucracy. Even the Davids admit that the violation of the Dunbar number is likely important, writing we should


picture our ancestors moving between relatively enclosed environments, dispersing and gathering, tracking the seasonal movements of mammoth, bison and deer herds. While the absolute number of people may still have been startlingly small, the density of human interactions seems to have radically increased, especially at certain times of the year. And with this came remarkable bursts of cultural expression.



Is there any hypothesis that fits all these disparate facts? We somehow need there to be (a) an initial condition to humanity that keeps it in a Great Trap for tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of years, and then also (b) we need that initial condition to have led very naturally to the diverse political and cultural experimentation of the Upper Neolithic, which almost looks like it precludes having a single initial condition at all, and finally (c) the explanation would ideally also explains the mechanism by which the violation of Dunbar’s number is important on the steps toward civilization.

How can there be an initial condition that doesn’t lead to predictable developmental stages, and yet still kept us in a Great Trap? All the hypotheses on offer seem to not fit the whole story: neither Rousseau’s version, nor Hobbes’, nor the Davids’ (e.g., if egalitarianism was the initial condition, we should see a lot more of it, and leaving that stage should generally involve a next predictable stage, and this is precisely what we don’t see). All I, all anyone can do, is offer speculations, which should be taken with a grain of salt. But with that said, it does seem to me there is an alternative theory, which tells the story of The Dawn of Everything in a different way. It’s the book I wish the Davids had written.

IN WHICH AN ALTERNATIVE HYPOTHESIS FOR THE INITIAL CONDITION OF PREHISTORY IS PROPOSED, AND AN EXPLANATION OF THE GREAT TRAP OF HUMAN HISTORY IS GIVEN

If we imagine being transported back to 50,000 BC, what would we expect to find? In the end, we have to give a metaphor to current life of how things were organized: a follower of Rousseau would expect Burning Man, a follower of Hobbes might expect to find a bunch of warring gangs, the Davids might expect to find the deliberation of a town council full of Kandiaronks.

But perhaps small groups of humans less than the Dunbar number were organized by none of these, since they didn’t need to be—instead, they could be organized via raw social power. That is, you don’t need a formal chief, nor an official council, nor laws or judges. You just need popular people and unpopular people. 

After, who sits with who is something that comes incredibly naturally to humans—it is our point of greatest anxiety and subject to our constant management. This is extremely similar to the grooming hierarchies of primates, and, presumably, our hominid ancestors. So 50,000 BC might be a little more like a high school than anything else.

I know the high school metaphor sounds crazy, but given that any metaphor we’re going to give will fail, I think this one possibly fails less than the others. After all, the central message of The Dawn of Everything is that prehistorical people were just people, with all the weirdness, politicking, cultural hilarity and differentness this implies. But, unlike what the Davids seem to want, most people aren’t Kandiaronk—he was exceptional. Most people are not exceptional. They are. . . well, like the people you remember from high school. So if we take the heart of the message of The Dawn of Everything seriously, perhaps entering a new tribe in Africa at 50,000 BC would not involve a bunch of mysterious rituals in the jungle enacted by solemn actors with dirt smeared across their faces. Maybe it was a bit more like the infamous lunch table scene from the movie Mean Girls (I encourage you to watch), with some minor surface alterations, like clothes (picture beads and furs instead).

After all, in high school there is a clear social web but no formal hierarchies. And while there is a social hierarchy, it’s not ordinal—you couldn’t list, mathematically, all the people from least to most popular, like you could with a formal hierarchy. It’s more like everything is organized by raw social power, that is, there is constant and ever-shifting reputational management, all against all. And there’s actually a lot of evidence, even just in what the Davids introduce, that fits with the idea that our initial condition was something like anarchist bands organized by raw social power only.

Because it sure looks like being popular was the primary concern for prehistorical societies, at least if we use the same evidence the Davids do. In 1642, the Jesuit missionary Le Jeune described this phenomenon of a lack of all formal power among the Montagnais-Naskapi, who anthropologists normally consider “egalitarian” bands of hunter-gatherers:


All the authority of their chief is in his tongue’s end; for he is powerful in so far as he is eloquent; and, even if he kills himself talking and haranguing, he will not be obeyed unless he pleases the Savages.



In fact, chiefs were basically just the most popular people, nothing more, for instance, in Northwest Coast Native Americans a high-status male


had to ‘keep up’ his name through generous feasting, potlatching, and general open-handedness.



The same lack of formal power but attention to popularity was true across America, even in Kandiaronk’s tribe.


Wendat ‘captains’ . . . ‘urge their subjects to provide what it is needed; no one is compelled to it, but those who are willing bring publicly what they wish to contribute; it seems as if they vied with one another according to the amount of their wealth, and as the desire of glory and of appearing solicitous for the public welfare urges them to do on like occasions.



And similarly:


Wealthy Wendat men hoarded such precious things largely to be able to give them away on dramatic occasions like these. Neither in the case of land and agricultural products, nor that of wampum and similar valuables, was there any way to transform access to material resources into power. . .



That is, material resources were worth almost nothing, all that mattered was the social pressure you could apply. This is true even for things like crime, which was prevented not by a system of laws, but by a system of social pressure, wherein the guilty were not punished but rather their lineage or clan had to pay compensation (implying that that the anger of one’s lineage or clan would be enough to not lead to recidivism for offenders). This system of social power to prevent crime was highly effective in its implementation, as the Davids describe the Jesuit Le Jeune grudgingly admitting.

It may even be that money, rather than being invented to keep track of trade relationships or debts for private property, was invented to keep track of social relationships instead. For example, consider again the Yurok, who inhabited the northwestern corner of California, and note that


the Yurok were famous for the central role that money—which took the form of white dentalium shells arranged on strings, and headbands made of bright red woodpecker scalps—played in every aspect of their social lives.



The most famous of this sort of “money,” wampum, was not originally used by indigenous Americans as something that could be settled for goods or services, like the way we understand money now, or the way it became once European settlers arrived. Instead, according to the Davids, wampum “largely existed for political purposes,” i.e., to keep track of social capital, not material capital. Even private property itself might have been only an extension of social relations.


Among the Plains societies of North America, for instance, sacred bundles (which normally included not only physical objects but accompanying dances, rituals, and songs) were often the only objects in that society to be treated as private property: not just owned exclusively by individuals, but also inherited, bought and sold.



And this fits with the theatricality and seasonality that the Davids make so much of, like in the case of Native American tribes, wherein


an office holder could give all the orders he or she liked, but no one was under any particular obligation to follow them.



It’s almost tautological that early societies had to be organized by raw social power—there are no formal powers to enforce anything else, nor combat social pressure when it’s applied (and humans will always apply it). It also explains why early formal governments are theatrical or seasonal, since they are merely a mask of raw social power—which families are important, which are liked, who’s friends, who’s frenemies, who’s enemies—i.e., what the Davids assume is a set of constantly shifting Neolithic “political experiments” is really just a bunch of constantly shifting mores that, like the Gestapo, hide the real power. Which was who was popular and who was not. Heck, the high school metaphor (despite admittedly not being perfect) does a better job than other metaphors of explaining the odd evidence that skeletons given the honor of burials in the Upper Palaeolithic were often dwarfs or giants or bore physical anomalies: they were mascots.

What’s interesting is that anthropologists, from what I’ve read, seem to assume that raw social power is mostly a good thing (one wonders if they’ve ever seen social pressure applied). Mostly they focus on gossip, and if we look at the work of Robert Dunbar, and his 1996 book _Grooming, Gossip, and the Evolution of Languag_e, he speculates that the need to gossip was why language was invented in the first place. And gossip has (as far as I can tell), an almost universally positive valence throughout anthropology. In the literature it is portrayed as something that maintains social relationships and rids groups of free-riders and cheats, i.e., gossip is a “leveling mechanism” that prevents individuals from accruing too much power. According to the Davids, in the Hazda


talented hunters are systematically mocked and belittled. . .



And the evolutionary anthropologist Christopher Boehm came to a similar conclusion:


Carefully working through ethnographic accounts of existing egalitarian foraging bands in Africa, South America and Southeast Asia, Boehm identifies a whole panoply of tactics collectively employed to bring would-be braggarts and bullies down to earth—ridicule, shaming, shunning. . .



In Haiti, G.E. Simpson found that a peasant will seek to disguise his true economic position by purchasing several smaller fields rather than one larger piece of land. For the same reason he will not wear good clothes. He does this intentionally to protect himself against the envious black magic of his neighbors.

But it never seems to strike Dunbar or others that living under a dominion of raw social power, with few to little formal powers anywhere, would be hellish to a citizen of the 21st century (which is why I say the closest analog is high school). My mother used to quote Eleanor Roosevelt all the time:


Great minds discuss ideas. Average minds discuss events. Small minds discuss people.



A “Gossip Trap” is when your whole world doesn’t exceed Dunbar’s number and to organize your society you are forced to discuss mostly people. It is Mean Girls (and mean boys), but forever. And yes, gossip can act as a leveling mechanism and social power has a bunch of positives—it’s the stuff of life, really. But it’s a terrible way to organize society. So perhaps we leveled ourselves into the ground for 90,000 years. Being in the Gossip Trap means reputational management imposes such a steep slope you can’t climb out of it, and essentially prevents the development of anything interesting, like art or culture or new ideas or new developments or anything at all. Everyone just lives like crabs in a bucket, pulling each other down. All cognitive resources go to reputation management in the group, leaving nothing left in the tank for invention or creativity or art or engineering. Again, much like high school.

And this explains why violating the Dunbar number forces you to invent civilization—at a certain size (possibly a lot larger than the actual Dunbar number) you simply can’t organize society using the non-ordinal natural social hierarchy of humans. Eventually, you need to create formal structures, which at first are seasonal and changeable and sort of theatrical, and take all sorts of diverse forms, since the initial condition is just who’s popular. But then these formal systems slowly become real. So then what is civilization? It is a superstructure that levels leveling mechanisms, freeing us from the Gossip Trap.

For what are the hallmarks of civilization? I’d venture to say: immunity to gossip. Are not our paragons of civilization figures like Supreme Court justices or tenured professors, or protected classes with impunity to speak and present new ideas, like journalists or scientists?

ON THE TECHNOLOGICAL RESURRECTION OF THE GOSSIP TRAP AND THE DEVOLUTION OF CIVILIZATION YOU’VE BEEN NOTICING

A lot of things change as you age, but one that’s particularly strange is finding hairs in weird places. Like your inner ears. It turns out this is because aging is basically genetic confusion, down at the molecular level. As they age, cells get mixed up as to what sort of cell they’re supposed to be. And there’s a lot of ancient instructions, just lying around, still in your cells. Weird hair growth is the cell latching on to some ancient genetic instruction. Our predecessors had lots of hair everywhere, your cells get confused, and you begin to manifest your hirsute ancestors. The hairy tufts springing from your grandfather’s ears are there because parts of him are literally devolving into an ancient creature. As William Faulkner said, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

What if there were a mental equivalent? After all, if we lived in a Gossip Trap for the majority of our existence as humans, then what would it be, mentally, to atavistically return to the gossip trap?

Well, it sure would look a lot like Twitter.

I’m serious. It would look a lot like Twitter. For it’s on social media that gossip and social hierarchies are unbounded, infinitely transmittable. An environment of raw social power, which, despite its endless reign of terror, actually feels kind of good? Wouldn’t we want to go back to forced instances of fission between human groups, exiling those we don’t like? Wouldn’t we punish crimes not with legal proceedings, but via massive social shamings?

The difference between the horror of crabs in a bucket and a human tribe or group living in a Gossip Trap is actually that the humans are generally quite happy down there in the bucket. It’s our natural environment. Most people like the trap. Oh, it’s terrible for the accused, the exiled, the uncool. But the gossip trap is comfortable. Homey. Of course we like it—it’s our innate evolved form of government.

One obvious sign you’re living in a Gossip Trap is when the primary mode of dispute resolution becomes social pressure. And almost everywhere you look lately, it’s like social media is wearing a skin suit made of our laws, institutions, and governments. Does it not feel, just in the past decade, as if raw social power has outstripped anything resembling formal power? How protected from public opinion does a judge feel now? How protected does a tenured professor feel? How protected do you feel? To what degree is prosecution of crime a matter of law, or does social media have its billion thumbs on the scale? Putin of late seems more afraid of cancel culture than he is of nuclear weapons. Maybe that’s for a good reason.

Which means that, with the advent of social media, and the resultant triumph of the spread of gossip over Dunbar’s number, we might have just inadvertently performed the equivalent of summoning an Elder God. The ability to organize society through raw social power given back to a species that had to climb out of the trap of raw social power by inventing civilization. The Gossip Trap is our first Eldritch Mother, the Garrulous Gorgon With a Thousand Heads, The Beast Made Only of Sound.

And if the Gossip Trap was humanity’s first form of government, and via technology it’s been resurrected once more into the world, how long until it swallows up the entire globe?

IN WHICH THE TRUTH IS REVEALED

An admittance. For it should be obvious by now: this text is corrupted. The same corruption that I accused the Davids of falling victim to, and that they, in turn, accused Rousseau and Hobbes of falling victim to. I have made the past political, and prehistory a sepia reflection of the current day. Just like Rousseau, or Hobbes, or the Davids, I have spun a yarn.

I think it’s a true yarn, I really do. I think the Gossip Trap is real, or at least, explains more than the other hypotheses about prehistorical life I’ve read, and I think it’s likely we did accidentally, via social media, summon back the Elder God that is our innate form of government. And I think we should be worried about civilization itself.

This is almost certainly not the conclusion the Davids hoped a reader would get from The Dawn of Everything. But perhaps corruption by the peccadillos we see in our own civilizations is inevitable for all who write about these issues. For the past is political—it does matter what our “natural state” was, it does matter how we lived, it does matter in what environs we evolved. It does matter where we started, for otherwise, how can we see where we’re going?

Maybe the ultimate truth or falsity of prehistorical narratives is unknowable. Maybe speculations such as these are only stumbling through a maze, all of human history a hall of mirrors in which we wander. And, projected in gigantic distortions all around us, we see only our own face.




The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity by David Graeber and David Wengrow

(review by B W)

Almost fifty years ago, a Cambridge archeologist by the name of David Clark predicted that further research into human evolution would show that “The explanations of the development of modern man, domestication, metallurgy, urbanization and civilization—may in perspective emerge as semantic snares and metaphysical mirages.” In their book, The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity David Graeber and David Wengrow prove Clark’s point—they  exhaustively document their arguments with footnotes and references—and in doing so they dismantle the established consensuses, disprove the dominant tropes, and crush the cherished chestnuts about the last 50,000 years of human prehistory and history.

The story that Anne Robert Jacques Turgot told in the 1750s hasn’t changed much with its retelling by Sahlins, Fukuyama, Diamond, and Morris. The story goes that humans existed in small bands since time immemorial, and that it was the invention of agriculture that forced farmers to create permanent settlements near their crops. Agricultural surpluses allowed populations to grow. Ranked societies appeared to coordinate the activities of the burgeoning populations of agriculturalists. Bands exited their initial ‘state of nature’ as they transitioned into tribal organizations—then tribes became chiefdoms—and villages grew into cities—and chiefs became kings that ruled over city states and then empires. Point by point, Graeber and Wengrow demolish that narrative. Along the way, the authors discuss the origins of private property, agriculture, and the state—and they make some fascinating digressions into the intellectual history of Western civilization—one of the most interesting being on how the concepts of liberty and egalitarianism, that captured the imaginations of the revolutionary thinkers of America and France, were very likely derived from native American cultural ideals.

Graeber and Wengrow begin by arguing that modern humans were never ignorant savages and that there was no initial ‘state of nature’ for hunter-gatherers. Instead, they see “the world of hunter-gatherer cultures as it existed before the coming of agriculture was one of the bold social experiments, resembling a carnival parade of political forms, far more than it does the drab abstractions of [social] evolutionary theory.” The authors show that the current conceptions (or rather the misconceptions) about the pre-literate peoples are ultimately derived from 17th and 18th Century stereotypes. Hobbes’s Leviathan envisioned the lives of people in an original state of nature as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” A century later Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his Discourse on the Origin and the Foundation of Inequality Among Mankind, changed the narrative a bit by supposing that humans once existed in an Edenic state of egalitarianism and simplicity. But Rousseau echoed Hobbes in that he assumed savages were ignorant and incapable of bettering their own situations.

The authors write: “…it’s all just an endless repetition of a story first told by Rousseau in 1754. Many contemporary scholars will quite literally say that Rousseau’s vision has been proved correct. If so, it is an extraordinary coincidence, since Rousseau himself never suggested that the innocent State of Nature really happened. On the contrary, he insisted he was engaging in a thought experiment: ‘One must not take the kind of research which we enter into as the pursuit of truths of history, but solely as hypothetical and conditional reasoning, better fitted to clarify the nature of things than to expose their actual origin…’”

Graeber and Wengrow provide abundant evidence that hunter-gatherers were perfectly capable of organizing themselves into much larger groups to accomplish tasks that small bands were incapable of—such as the mammoth hunts in Siberia 25,000 year ago where hundreds of animals were systematically slaughtered—and the meat processed from those hunts (presumably smoked) would have been capable of feeding hundreds of people through the boreal winters. They show that up until relatively modern times, North American and South American indiginous peoples would coalesce into larger, temporary communities and then they would disperse into smaller bands as the food resources changed across seasons.

And there is nothing controversial about their summary of the Enlightenment views on social evolution—but the biggest bombshell in this book (at least for this reviewer) is that this Enlightenment idea that human societies could be arranged according to stages of social evolution was a response to a particular critique of European civilization offered up at the beginning of the 18th Century. They conclude that the social evolution arguments were developed as a backlash to a critique of European civilization offered up by a Native American Wendat (Huron) orator and statesman named Kandiaronk. Kandiaronk was a representative chosen by the Wendat Confederation to represent their interests with the French colonial administration of New France. The authors note in passing that he may have been the same Wendat ambassador who visited the Court of Louis XIV (but the imprecise spellings of native American names by the French, and the fact that native Americans could assume different names for different occasions, make this impossible to verify).

Kandiaronk was very likely illiterate, but the Jesuits serving in New France, observed that Wendat valued orators and thoughtful argument, and they were able to hold their own against the priests who were trying to persuade them to convert. Documents show that the governor of New France and Kandiaronk would have long discussions about practical and philosophical questions. Lahontan was present at these dinners, and he participated in these discussions. After his return to Europe, Lahontan published a series of books about his travels in the New World. All of them went through several editions and were translated into other languages (thus they were widely read across Europe at a time when books about the ‘New World’ were extremely popular). In 1703, he published the third and last volume in his series—entitled Curious Dialogues with a Savage of Good Sense Who Has Traveled. In it Lahontan recounts his discussions with a Wendat sage (whom he calls Adario but who almost certainly modeled after Kandiaronk). Adario proceeds to critique the European way of life—its obsession with property and money and its tyrannical political systems—he criticizes Christianity and the tyrannical nature of God—and he notes the general unhappiness of Europeans. Lahontan’s book was so popular that numerous pastiches of conversations with ‘noble savages’ were subsequently published, and by the mid-1700s the noble savage was a literary trope. According to Graeber and Wengrow conservative thinkers reacted in outrage to Adario’s criticisms, vehemently arguing for the accouterments of their civilization—monarchies, states, money and property ownership, established Christianity, etc.—as the best of all possible worlds. Plato was cited as the authority of the place that agriculture holds in the development of civilization. Their arguments gelled into theories of social evolution promulgated by Turgot.

They write: “By framing the stages of human development largely around the ways people went about acquiring food, men like Adam Smith and Turgot inevitably put work—previously considered a somewhat plebeian concern—center stage. There was a simple reason for this. It allowed them to claim that their own societies were self-evidently superior, a claim that—at this time—would have been much harder to defend had they used any criterion other than productive labor.”

From the Enlightenment philosophers, the authors then leap into the past 50,000 years of prehistory and what the archeological record has to say about the variety and complexity of human cultures—and they go out of their way to disprove many of the current consensus understandings of how things were in the pre-literate world.

For instance, they point out that non-agricultural egalitarian societies were able to create monuments and cities. The large-scale architectural monuments of the Neolithic, such as Stonehenge, pre-date agriculture in Western Europe. The current archeological data shows that builders of Stonehenge were seasonal foragers and herders. And, although certain individuals merited special burials, overall, there are no signs of social stratification (e.g., larger dwellings—palaces—for leaders, or differential wealth as evidenced by grave goods). The authors make their point by selecting other cultures from around the world. The mound builders in the Mississippi River valley are another example they use. The mound builders were not agriculturalists and although the archeological record shows extensive trade with distant areas, the small luxury goods such as beads found in graves don’t show that anyone lived more richly than their neighbors. Yet another example were the peoples who built large-scale monuments in what are now Syria and Turkey in the 9th Millennium BCE. All these societies mastered projects that required complex logistics and the coordination of hundreds, perhaps thousands of workers, over many years, without any archeological evidence of social stratification.

But the advent of kingship can be clearly seen in the archeological record when suddenly graves are filled with high-status goods, sacrificed servants, and weapons. Around 2800 BCE, kingships started “popping up” (the authors' turn of phrase) in Sumerian cities, and archeological record shows palaces being built, royal inscriptions, aristocratic burials alongside objects of great value, along with defensive walls around cities and militias to guard them. Around 1400 BCE the possibly matriarchal Minoan society was conquered by the Mycenaeans. The open plans of Minoan ‘palaces’ are replaced by walled forts, and the tombs of leaders are filled with grave goods that indicate the new rulers were at the top of the economic and social pyramid.

Another interesting thesis promulgated by the authors is that pre-literate pre-agricultural societies make conscious choices about how to subsist and how to behave. One example is the tribes of northern California (the Yurok and related tribes) who chose to distinguish themselves from the slave-holding Kwakiutl tribes of the Pacific Northwest. Yurok informants made a point of telling anthropologists that they did not condone slavery and that they weren’t status-oriented like their northern neighbors. The authors use the term schismogenesis, coined by anthropologist Gregory Bateson, to describe people’s tendency to define themselves against one another. Examples of schismogenesis run through this work. In the Middle East, warlike hill tribes defined themselves against sedentary city-dwellers and they eventually conquered them and (in many cases) became kings of the city dwellers. In Central America, Tlaxcalans, who had a republican form of leadership, defined themselves against the Aztec imperialists, and they assisted the Spanish in defeating the Aztecs.

A quarter of the book—nearly 150 pages—is devoted to notes and references. Graeber and Wengrow offer up an encyclopedic synthesis of archeological research as a corrective against the myths promulgated by Western social evolutionary thinkers. Not satisfied with popping the bubbles of Enlightenment philosophers such as Locke, Hobbes, Turgot, and Smith, they take on the modern social evolutionary theorists such as Marshall Sahlins, Francis Fukuyama, Jared Diamond, and Ian Morris. And they conclude it all with an almost revolutionary call to action…

“In developing the scientific means to know our own past, we have exposed the mythical substructure of our ‘social science’—what once appeared unassailable axioms, the stable points around which our self-knowledge is organized, are scattering like mice. What is the purpose of all this new knowledge, if not to reshape our conceptions of who we are and what we might yet become? If not, in other words to…create new and different forms of social reality?”

While this reviewer was not fully convinced by some of the alternative hypotheses that Graeber and Wengrow posit for humanity’s various transitions from hunter-gatherers to state-led societies—indeed, their schismogenesis theory seems especially weak—the authors perform a valuable service by conclusively refuting the current social evolutionary narrative. Not only were we impressed by how well they martialed the current state of archeological knowledge, the anthropological literature, and historical record to demolish the established consensus—we were doubly impressed by their audacity in calling for a total rethink of our current political and economic situation.






The Deficit Myth by Stephanie Kelton

Introduction

The state cannot function without money. If it wants to build roads, or send out stimulus cheques, or maintain the military, it needs dollars to pay for materials and salaries. To obtain dollars, the state can either levy taxes or borrow funds. As Margaret Thatcher said: “the state has no source of money, other than the money people earn themselves. If the state wishes to spend more it can only do so by borrowing your savings or by taxing you more.” When the state spends more than it taxes, the national debt increases. Eventually, this debt will have to be paid back: it represents a burden on future generations. It is therefore unsustainable to keep borrowing. When the deficit becomes too high, the government “runs out of money”, as Obama claimed had happened in 2009.

Or at least, that is how most people believe the economy works.  It is based on an analogy with the household. I cannot keep spending money without increasing my income or borrowing the difference; neither can the state. I will eventually have to pay back my debts; so does the state. These principles seem reasonable for an individual, so why wouldn’t they apply to the nation as a whole?

But advocates of Modern Monetary Theory (MMT) claim that this is all wrong. There is an important difference between me and the state: I am a currency-user, while the state is a currency-issuer. Unlike any individual, household or local government, the federal state is the sole issuer of US dollars. Put simply, only the federal state can make dollars. Every dollar bill in people’s wallets was printed by the US, and every digital dollar in people’s bank accounts was created as an entry in some database by the US. If the government is literally the source of all money, then why would it need to tax or borrow before it can spend?

This is the insight that drives MMT. Although sometimes seen as a fringe movement within economics, it is quickly picking up steam. Stephanie Kelton, one of MMT’s main proponents, has written an introduction: The Deficit Myth. The book is aimed at a non-academic audience, and offers a dumbed-down account of the theory. Disclaimer: I am not an economist, so I cannot always judge Kelton’s arguments on their more technical merits. But the book is not aimed at economists, so I feel justified in reviewing it. The book roughly has two parts. In the first half, Kelton explains the descriptive side of MMT: how does the economy work, according to that theory? I found this part very interesting, as it changed my understanding of how the economy works. In the second half, Kelton addresses the prescriptive side: given MMT, which policies should we adopt? This part was a little less convincing. Although Kelton tries to emphasise that MMT itself is non-partisan, it still seemed like she was trying to use it as a justification for various policies she independently seemed to favour, such as universal healthcare. In this review, I will therefore mostly focus on the descriptive side, and only address the prescriptive side towards the end.

The Pre-History of Money

Before delving into the details of MMT, it is helpful to consider the historical background. MMT starts with a story about the origin of money. However, MMT itself is independent from the historical claim. Even if the historical claim is false, MMT might be true.

The historical claim exposes another myth: that money originated with barter. The standard story, which everyone has heard, is that people used to trade goods. But this was very cumbersome: if I have a cow, and want a sack of grain, then I have to find someone with a sack of grain who just happens to want a cow. If that person doesn’t exist, or if I cannot find him, then I can trade my cow for, say, a pair of chickens, in the hope that someone out there wants to trade a sack of grain for a pair of chickens. The introduction of money cut out the middle man. I can now ‘trade’ my cow for dollars, and use those dollars to buy whatever I want.

But advocates of MMT believe that this is not how money actually came into existence. The alternative history they tell is called ‘Chartalism’. In essence, money is a way for the state to direct economic activity. Suppose that the state wants to wage a war, so it needs cannons. But nobody wants to build cannons, because nobody wants to trade cannons for grain. The state could seize grain from the populace, and offer it to anyone in return for cannons. But Chartalists argue that the state instead employed a clever trick: they created a currency – call them Cannon Coins™ – and demanded that everyone pay their tax in Cannon Coins. Of course, no one has Cannon Coins™to begin with. But the state promises to pay everyone Cannon Coins™ in return for cannons. This incentivises the population to build cannons for the state, so they can pay their taxes. Not everyone is going to build cannons. The cannon builders will sell some of their Cannon Coins™ for goods such as grain. Cannon-builders also need to eat. Over time, Cannon Coins™ become a real currency.

In this scenario, it would be absurd to suggest that the state has to tax people to be able to spend Cannon Coins™. The state has literally created the concept of Cannon Coins™! It is true that cannon-builders only accept Cannon Coins™ because the state levies a Cannon Coin™ tax, but the sequence is reversed: the state can only tax people’s Cannon Coins™ after it has spent them on actual cannons. In Kelton’s words: “It’s not our tax money the government wants. It’s our time.”

This story motivates MMT. I find MMT’s claims much more plausible when I think about the introduction of money in this way. Having said that, MMT is independent from the history of money. Even if the standard story about barter is true, MMT can still be right about the way money is used in contemporary society.

What About Inflation?

If MMT is correct, then the state does not need to tax or borrow to finance its spending. The argument that the deficit is unsustainable or that the government’s credit card has ‘maxed out’ is fallacious. But there is a more sophisticated argument against overspending: it leads to sky-high inflation!

The intuition here is that if the state literally prints money while the total output of the economy stays the same, every dollar becomes worth less in real terms. The same level of production is divided by a higher number of dollars. The simple fact that there is more money going around the economy doesn’t make us richer: our wealth is ultimately measured in terms of the riches we consume. This is called the monetary theory of inflation. Now, inflation wouldn’t be bad if wages also rose. However, wages are ‘sticky’ – they don’t rise with inflation. I think the idea here is that it is a big risk to give up your job and try to find a better-paying one. So, your employer can get away with not raising your wage, or raising it less than inflation, without running the immediate risk of you quitting. For you, the employee, this is bad news: your wage stays the same even though prices increase. Your real standard of living declines.

MMT has a difficult relation with inflation. On the one hand, Kelton is very honest that inflation is a real constraint, indeed the real constraint on the economy: “MMT is about distinguishing the real limits [i.e. inflation] from the self-imposed constraints that we have the power to change [i.e. keeping the deficit small]”. Indeed, for MMTers the main reason to levy taxes is to decrease inflation. The state doesn’t need the income from taxes to finance its spending. But when people have to pay part of their wages back in taxes, they will spend less on goods. This leads to a decrease in demand, which in turn leads to less inflation (recall: when demand goes up prices go up, and inflation just is increasing prices). Kelton, and other MMTers, fully agree that if the government would suddenly announce that all taxes are scrapped, inflation would go through the roof.

On the other hand, she often appears callous about the risk of inflation, advising that the government should spend much more than it currently does. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, Kelton notes that in the past few decades, inflation has consistently been lower than the target rate of 2%. Everyone agrees that it is good for the economy to have a low but non-zero level of inflation, partly to avoid the risk of deflation, which can lead to a recession. But over the past few decades inflation has been much lower than 2%, even though central banks have put an active effort into raising it, for example by setting zero or even negative interest rates. So, Kelton retorts, isn’t it a bit premature to worry about inflation being too high? (The recent high levels of inflation somewhat temper these claims.)

The second and more important reason is that MMTers don’t seem to believe that any amount of overspending immediately leads to higher inflation in a one-to-one ratio. This makes some sense. Suppose the state decides to print money to build a bridge. There is now more money in circulation, so each individual dollar is worth a little less. But the size of the economy increases as the bridge is used to transport goods, or for people to travel to work, or simply to visit friends and family. This means that each dollar is now worth a little more again. Perhaps the net result is still some inflation, but the effect is less pronounced.

Kelton here uses the metaphor of “running the economy hot”. For Kelton, the economy has a “real productive capacity”, a sort of limit on what we can collectively produce. The limit is set by the amount of people available to work, but also by the technology we have at our disposal and the material resources we possess. (Part of the book’s main flaws is that it remains unclear whether this is a limit on the size of the economy, or on the rate of growth.) If this capacity is underutilised, then there is ‘slack’. The advice of MMT is to utilise this capacity by spending more, thereby “running the economy hot”. Kelton claims that this does not increase inflation, since the additional spending also increases production, as when the government builds a bridge. But when the economy is already running hot, further spending leads to ‘overheating’. This does lead to inflation. The model Kelton proposes is thus highly non-linear: first, overspending does not increase inflation at all, but when the limit is hit it suddenly only leads to inflation.

I found this one of the weaker parts of the book. I can sort of see why sometimes increased spending does not lead to (much) additional inflation, because it has a positive effect on production. I can also see that when the economy is already ‘at capacity’ the same amount of spending does lead to inflation. Here is how Kelton explains it: “Once the economy exhausts its real productive capacity, the only way for the government to get the construction workers, architects and engineers, steel, concrete, paving trucks, cranes and so on that it needs is to bid them away from their current use. That bidding process pushes prices higher, giving rise to inflationary pressures.” But I thought that Kelton could have said much more on why and when there is slack versus why and when the economy is running (too) hot.

Part of the answer here, which Kelton doesn’t discuss much but which is emphasised by other MMTers, is that it matters a lot what the state spends their money on. The monetary theory of inflation simply says that more money means more inflation. MMT predicts that money spent on parts of the economy which have significant slack has less of an inflationary effect than money spent on parts of the economy which are already running hot. For example, it seems that the market for smartphones is already running at capacity. If the government were to invest in tech further this would only drive up prizes, since the real bottleneck is the Chinese production of microchips. On the other hand, the market for green energy does not yet seem at full capacity. If the government were to invest in green energy solutions, this might lead to further innovations which could actually drive down prices. To put it slightly differently, MMT says that the government should look for current market failings and cleverly spend our way out of them.

Borrowing

So far, we have only considered spending and taxes. But it is not literally true that if the state spends more than it taxes, it has to print the difference. Typically, governments will borrow additional funds at the capital market. This works roughly as follows: the government announces that it wants to borrow dollar reserves. In return for these reserves, it gives out Treasury bonds with a certain interest rates. These are considered safe assets which retain their value, meanwhile paying out a nice interest rate. They are therefore popular with, for example, pension funds. But of course, the government eventually has to pay back these loans when the bonds mature. When that happens, it has to spend less, increase taxes or borrow again. Hence the idea that the government debt is a burden on future generations.

Kelton basically claims that borrowing on the financial market is equivalent to printing money. The Treasury bonds, she says, are akin to interest-bearing dollars. She calls them ‘yellow dollars’ to distinguish them from our standard green dollars. Of course, you can’t spend yellow dollars in a supermarket, but because they are considered so stable you can definitely use them for trade at financial markets or as part of an investment portfolio. Thinking about it this way, what happens when the government borrows dollar reserves is really that it creates new yellow dollars, and trades these one-for-one for green dollars that already exist. The net result is that there are now more dollars (red or yellow) in circulation.

This also means that it is very easy for the government to ‘pay off’ its debt: simply convert those yellow dollars back into green ones. Kelton claims that these days, the difference between dollar reserves and Treasury bonds is literally just that they sit in different bank accounts, only one of which has a non-zero interest rate. To pay off the national debt simply means transferring those dollars from one bank account to another! Therefore, those who claim that the deficit represents a burden on future generations are mistaken.

I find this story somewhat convincing, but I am still a bit confused about when we can call a financial asset such as a Treasury bond just a dollar by another name. If I give out personal bonds in return for dollars, have I increased the money stock? Perhaps not, because no one will ever accept a slip of paper which says “I, [name redacted], promise to pay you back 10 dollars by such-and-so date” as real currency. But even then, as long as the person whose money I borrowed trusts that I will pay them back, that person believes that the slip of paper is worth 10 dollars to them. They are then happy to spend a bit more, in the knowledge that they can always fall back on my debt to them. If that happens on a large scale, it would lead to an increase in demand the same way that government spending would. I don’t think this is a real objection against MMT, because the amount of money any individual lends is only a drop in the bucket compared to the amount of money the state borrows. But it makes me suspect that Kelton skips over some important differences between dollar reserves and Treasury bonds.

Policy Consequences

Finally, what are the policy consequences of MMT? Kelton takes the message that the deficit doesn’t matter to heart: the second half of The Deficit Myth contains a litany of suggestions for which programmes to fund, from universal health care to student debt relief. It is not hard to walk away with the idea that MMT is a left-winger’s dream. But it’s not that simple. MMT itself is a politically neutral theory, and not all of its implications are typically associated with the left (or the right, for that matter). In this section, I will discuss a few of the more surprising conclusions Kelton draws.

Firstly, MMT provides a strong argument against a wealth tax. Many on the left have argued for a tax on the wealth of the richest individuals. Biden’s ‘billionaire tax’ is only the most recent example. Part of the argument for such a tax is that it handily pays for costly government programmes, from universal health care to free tuition. But if MMT is true, the government does not need to find funds in order to finance its spending. We can have universal health care without a wealth tax, as long as inflation remains within acceptable limits.

The aim of taxes for MMT is to put a damper on inflation. But a wealth tax is spectacularly bad at this! The reason that taxes decrease inflation is that they stop people from spending their money on goods. In other words, they reduce demand. But rich people typically don’t spend their additional income, but either save or invest it. If you already have all the yachts, jets and tropical islands you need, the next bit of money you earn is just going into your investment fund. Therefore, rich people will still spend approximately as much after a wealth tax is instituted as before, so such a tax has little influence on inflation.

This is not to say that there is no argument for a wealth tax. Kelton herself favours a wealth tax in order to reduce inequality. You might want to avoid inequality either because you believe it is bad in itself, or because, as Kelton argues, it leads to power imbalances. If a select few individuals own most of the world’s assets, then those individuals also have a lot of power and influence in politics compared to the average worker. Nevertheless, the argument that wealth inequality is bad because that wealth is better put to work elsewhere fails when we adopt MMT.

Secondly, Kelton argues that MMT supports the idea of a ‘universal job guarantee’. It is unclear whether this is a prediction of MMT, or just an idea that many MMTers are on board with. Recall that according to MMT, spending does not lead to inflation when there is slack in the relevant sector of the economy. I found it hard to think of areas where there clearly is such slack: most companies already seem to be running a pretty tight ship. But Kelton sees slack everywhere, namely in the millions of unemployed people who want to work but cannot find a job. These people are unused resources in the economy. If all these people would work, we would collectively be better off. Therefore, Kelton proposes that the government literally promises to offer a job to everyone who wants one. These would typically be jobs in the ‘care economy’, such as health care or care for the elderly. Of course, the government would also provide the necessary training, free of charge. Since there is high demand in these areas, the additional workforce would not crowd out any already existing workers. But we would all benefit from better care.

I am a bit sceptical of this idea. It seems that Kelton simply ignores the downstream effect of a job guarantee. Even if it does not lead to inflation in the health care sector, it would probably lead to inflation elsewhere. After all, all those people who now find themselves with disposable income are going to buy food, watch a movie, get their car repaired. If those industries are already ‘running hot’, then the increased demand will lead to inflation there. Elsewhere in the book, Kelton seems aware that there is a trade-off between unemployment and inflation, as predicted by the monetary theory of inflation she critiques. But when she discusses the job guarantee plan she suddenly claims that we can employ everyone without any effect on inflation. I fail to see how that is an implication of MMT.

Finally, Kelton never mentions it but certain readers of this blog might have wondered: doesn’t MMT provide a nice argument in favour of a universal basic income (UBI)? I take it that the main case against UBI is simply that it would cost so much that the state could never sustainably afford it. But if MMT is right, then worries about the size of the national deficit are overblown; what matters are the real productive resources in the economy. And it does seem that a universal basic income would unleash some of those resources, as it allows people to continue education or retrain professionally, for instance. Should advocates of UBI rejoice? Unfortunately, I don’t think MMT really supports UBI, for the same reasons I don’t think it supports a universal job guarantee. The people who receive a UBI – on most versions, almost everyone – will want to spend that money on various goods and services, thereby increasing demand. This will lead to higher inflation, which in turn means that people’s basic income becomes worth less in real terms. This seems to induce an unsustainable vicious circle.

Conclusion

That may seem a pessimistic note to end on. As Kelton admits, MMT does not provide a free lunch – but does it provide anything at all? I do believe that it is a real advance in our understanding of the economy to realise that deficits themselves don’t matter. I’m also happy to buy Kelton’s argument that issuing additional currency does not always and immediately lead to inflation, since spending can also often increase productivity. So, after having read Kelton’s book I am probably slightly more in favour of higher government spending than I already was, and slightly less worried by rising deficits or government borrowing.

I also think it’s an important insight that inflation is always a local phenomenon. Some sectors of the economy are running hot; others have significant slack. If we would take MMT’s policy prescriptions to the extreme, that would essentially lead to a planned economy. The government would further stimulate sectors that don’t fully utilise the productive resources available, while it would carefully use taxes to attenuate demand in sectors that are already at capacity. But that approach is a good deal subtler than a universal job guarantee or a universal basic income, and probably a good deal less popular too. Short of a planned economy, the main lesson of MMT is that the government should spend more on those sectors of the economy which currently seem undervalued. We could think of the state as a smart investor: ‘buy’ industries which could produce more than is currently believed, and ‘sell’ industries which are right at their peak.

Overall, I thought The Deficit Myth was a good introduction to MMT, and from my non-expert perspective I find the general line of thought highly plausible. Kelton’s book is definitely aimed at a general audience, so don’t expect to come away with an understanding of the nitty-gritty of the theory. But if you would like to know more about MMT and are not already an economist, then The Deficit Myth is as good a starting point as any.






The Diamond Age or A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer by Neal Stephenson

What do fairytales teach? I have a soft spot for children and beautiful illustrations, so I often imagine that fairytales teach important lessons. My father, however, thinks all fairy tales should end the same way. “Remember kids, don’t go into the woods.” A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer poses questions about education. It answers most of them with claims about the value of fairy tales in teaching critical thinking skills, and wraps these theses in a sci-fi novel.

A different book, The Making of Victorian Values, claims that its own title is an oxymoron. Ben Wilson writes that the Victorians did not have values but virtues. I have never read a work of fiction that so convincingly lays out the difference between virtues and values, or explicates pedagogy so thoroughly. Among a thousand coming of age novels, A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer uniquesly poses specific hypotheses about what education is and how it takes effect in context. As a teacher, I find myself rereading it almost every year. In light of ACX’s discussions around education, meritocracy, and talent, I wanted to share this novel as a thinking tool with you all.

A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer pretends to be a story about  power beyond our current world, when cryptocurrency renders government optional and nanotechnology does the same for the rest of human needs. The novel seems to be about nanotechnology, Artificial Intelligence, libertarianism, and epic civilizational conflict. But this novel is not the true novel. A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer is actually a story about early childhood education and its consequences. Because I love this story and its intellectual thesis, I am not going to spoil the novel about nanotech. I’d rather write about education and leave the explosions for the reader to discover.

The epic civilizational conflict is a great conceit other writers should steal, as it pits cultures against each other without regard for normal spearations of time and place. Victorian Britain vs. Imperial China is a relatively classic face off, but this is made more interesting by the treatment of contemporary Anglophone working class, globally mobile technocrats, and amalgamation of Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Macau, all inhabiting Shanghai as individual entities struggling for cultural dominance.

The cultural cold war of virtue systems is the background of the education of the young ladies in question. We begin learning the norms of these different cultures from page one as a confucian judge from New York considers the implications of filial piety for his trial of the main character's deadbeat dad. Cycling between POV characters, we learn the other concerns in play and the ways in which airborne nanotechnology and secret supercomputers make aspects of this culture war frighteningly physical.

We meet Nell, the primary protagonist, as a six-year-old girl without a hopeful future. She lives in Shanghai as a Thete,or person with no country. Thetes therefore default to an individualistic culture obsessed with television, videogames, and body modification, a thinly veiled analogy for contemporary anglophone culture, perhaps more specifically of poor population centers throughout the postmodern west. Adolphus Huxley would be proud of the depiction.  This value system has a bad effect on Nell through depriving her of attention, touch, and parental figures. However, her brother wants more for her and tries to teach her the things he’s figured out for himself as a young gangster. These are hard but practical lessons which fold smoothly into capturing the Primer, a near magical book of fairy tales, and giving it to Nell as a gift.

The culture war frames the Individual freedom as a cultural value in itself, and a self-destructive one, because it cannot perpetuate anything in particular. This poses a problem for those in charge in Capitalist China and Anglophone Working Class cultures, as they cannot effectively pass on any particular value. This shapes the concerns of the Victorians and the Imperial Chinese and their need to educate effectively. Unfortunately for the Victorians, their wealth and indoctrination program have proved almost too effective, and resulted in a population benefiting from a value system they cannot truly understand without experience outside it, and leaders who think too rigidly to innovate effectively.

This problem has been interrogated on this blog before in a tidy comparison between Chinese and Californian classrooms. Californian culture values entrepreneurs and innovators and educates its children to play a lot and think for themselves, if not always critically. Chinese classrooms are contrasted as valuing discipline, beginning with teaching how to sit very still.

It is not obvious how effective these systems are at producing their desired outcome in isolation, but it is clear they are effective within the bounds of the classroom almost immediately and are likely to be one factor among many explaining differences in individualism, conformity, critical thinking, innovation, and business achievement. These pedagogical differences are partially responsible for American young adults wishing they had the discipline to carry out ideas and Chinese young adults wishing they could attend University in the United States. Clearly both discipline and creative problem solving are necessary to the states educating these children.  All of these are pedagogical concerns for the educational systems in question, and those of the novel.

The Victorians take a look at the discipline-innovation slider and solve the paradox with Artificial Intelligence, programming a super powerful educational AI inside of a tablet called the Primer. As every rationalist uncle hopes, any magical book of fairytales given as a sufficiently important gift might teach a love of learning to a child. The Primer’s job is to teach subversiveness.

Subversiveness is an elusive quality. The Primer is programmed to teach it through fairy tales and adventure videogames. Many of these stories are written as interludes to allow the reader to get a sense of the Primer’s developing literary style and the increasing complexity of challenges Nell faces. These begin with very affirming fairy tales about escaping from dark towers and the challenges of the latin alphabet. However, the stories quickly become about the permanency of death and the consequences of trusting strangers. By the middle of the story, she is cracking codes and learning about Turing machines. In the world of A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer, these video games and fairy tales are theoretically effective enough to raise a child into a resourceful independent thinker.

How true is this? In our world, educational video games take a very different shape. Most games built around education approach the story as a web connecting individual puzzles and the skills needed to solve them. However the approach of the Primer is more like if Red Dead Redemption intended to teach effective foraging by building in links to Wikipedia.  This approach to education is not common. It is perhaps most similar to Never Alone, a videogame partially designed to teach Iñupiat culture through exposure to themes of the worldview. The best videogames can produce powerful feelings of community and more of a sense of guilt or responsibility than other art forms. But very few children tell me that videogames gave them a new skill beyond fine motor coordination or basic math. Much more, children absorb characters, themes, and scraps of music from video games.

However, I often hear that written stories taught lasting lessons. Again, usually this is not a hard skill. Children talk about virtues like hard work, or dreams like heroism. Again, the example of fairy tales seems like a concentrated form of this. A distillation of legends down to their parts, preserving one value at a time. Perhaps a novel’s longer form and focus on character development lends itself to the child analogizing their own character development. Why this never happens in classrooms with a supposedly analogous purpose is beyond me.

Although I could easily be convinced otherwise, it doesn’t seem to me like fairy tales are the missing ingredient of a subversive education. In fact, a normal education in both of the western countries I have taught it involves a lot of almost subversive fairy tales already. The myth of the tech wizard, or the self made man count, I think, as they are usually trickster stories. So too do myths about pioneers, explorers and civil rights leaders, many of whom only receive accolades for their heroism after the conclusion of the action in the tale. Stories like these transmit cultural values of genius, tolerance, and perseverance, which are strong enough to persist through the transition to adulthood in over half my students. Still other stories such as the mythological causes of the 2008 recession bring a little of the Brothers Grimm vibe to these worldviews. Those stories are filled with dark enemies and terrible consequences for good people. During the pandemic,mMany of my students have learned good people die for bad reasons much younger than I remember younger students grappling with this. Still, I wouldn't call the conclusions they reach subversive. I teach many students who want to go on to be university scientists, or mid level accountants. Almost all have fantasies of minor heroism like protesting institutional evil. Almost none have fantasies that represent a deep departure from established roles.

A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer implies that these values and stories are not enough without the practical lessons of a hard and unforgiving life. Nell is a heroine because she can compare these value systems and make a choice for herself, as well as operate within their constraints. As a teenager Nell sees no need to rebel because she already sees herself as above and beyond the constraints of school. This lesson makes intuitive sense to me. I worry, perhaps incorrectly, that insufficient hardship has dulled the basic perceptive instincts of children. However, I observe this to be less true in areas where the children are always outdoors. I love watching children who continue to see everything past the age of eight. It is rare, but children who engage this way are always my favourite, and can reliably think laterally. Perhaps the novel is wrong that this is primarily caused by hardship. Certainly school is often an artificial hardship in and of itself. Perhaps this is caused by a dearth of artificial stimuli  more generally, such as environments cultivated to be safe. This would explain why urban poor and rural children may both have wandering, alert eyes.

As the book nears its conclusion, the culture war heats up and it becomes clear that Nell holds more cards than other people when it comes to understanding the core of the conflict. I hope this is based in reality too, as it affirms my beliefs in cross-cultural experiences facilitating problem solving. However, it may be that I love this novel because it is a fairy tale that affirms my values.

A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer hypotheses that one can teach the ability to learn to a child if one starts early. It assumes these differences are cultural rather than genetic. As an educator, I desperately want this to be true, because it gives my job meaning beyond sorting the wheat from the chaff. However, I find marginal analysis a helpful tool in focusing me away from the absolute truth of these propositions and towards actionable goals. Even if only a few children in a population could be made more creative, disciplined, or observant, it would be worth a lot to adopt that pedagogy. A Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer suggests that this can be accomplished through fairy tales, simulated practical training, and serious consequences. Though I doubt the role of video games and self-generating fairy tales as transmitters of virtue and skill, the future of AI tutoring may make the Primer a reality sooner than I imagine. I would love to see discussion in the comments about the degree to which education has an impact on critical thinking on the margin. I would love to hear rationalist priors on the role of fairy tales, puzzles, and hardship in cultivating people with discipline, character, and subversiveness.






The Doomsday Machine: Confessions of a Nuclear War Planner by Daniel Ellsberg

Nuclear FOMO Might Kill Us All

I.

This is the most important part of the introduction to The Doomsday Machine: Confessions of a Nuclear War Planner by Daniel Ellsberg, the Pentagon Papers whistleblower. Even if you ignore the rest of this review, read this passage:


In 1961 I had learned as an insider that our secret nuclear decision-making, policy, plans, and practices for general nuclear war endangered, by the JCS estimate, hundreds of millions of people, perhaps a third of the earth’s population. What none of us knew at the time—not the Joint Chiefs, not the president or his science advisors, not anyone else for the next two decades, until 1983—were the phenomena of nuclear winter and nuclear famine, which meant that a large nuclear war of the kind we prepared for then or later would kill nearly every human on earth (along with most large species). (See chapter 18.)

It is the smoke, after all (not the fallout, which would remain mostly limited to the northern hemisphere), that would do it worldwide: smoke and soot lofted by fierce firestorms in hundreds of burning cities into the stratosphere, where it would not rain out and would remain for a decade or more, enveloping the globe and blocking most sunlight, lowering annual global temperatures to the level of the last Ice Age, and killing all harvests worldwide, causing near-universal starvation within a year or two.

U.S. plans for thermonuclear war in the early sixties, if carried out in the Berlin or Cuban missile crises, would have killed many times more than the six hundred million people predicted by the JCS. They would have caused nuclear winter that would have starved to death nearly everyone then living: at that time three billion.

The numbers of warheads on both sides have since declined greatly—by over 80 percent!—from their highest levels in the sixties. Yet by the most recent scientific calculations—confirming and even strengthening the initial warnings of more than thirty years ago—even a fraction of the existing smaller arsenals would be more than enough to cause nuclear winter today, on the basis of existing plans that target command and control centers and other objectives in or near cities. In other words, first-strike nuclear attacks by either side very much smaller than were planned in the sixties and seventies—and which are still prepared for instant execution in both Russia and American—would still kill by loss of sunlight and resulting starvation nearly all the humans on earth, now over seven billion.



If the above claims are correct, people who build private nuclear bunkers to wait out fallout are wasting their resources. Even if they store enough supplies to wait out a decade or two of nuclear winter, it’s not clear how they could survive once their supplies run out. Even experienced farmers with seeds and tools might not figure out how to grow food in a post-nuclear-winter ecosystem soon enough to avoid starvation.

This tells me the best place to be during a nuclear strike is in a city which is guaranteed to be targeted in a United States-Russian Federation nuclear war. That way I’ll die quickly.

But why the heck should I make choices like this? Why should you? Why put energy into figuring out how to react to a nuclear winter instead of preventing it?

II.

We worry a lot about a ‘madman’ getting control of nuclear weapons.

A madman with nuclear weapons might, in fact, cause nuclear winter. But Ellsberg makes the case that we don’t need madmen to start a nuclear war. Normies alone may plausibly kill 99.99% of humanity in under two years.

Over and over, Ellsberg found ‘normal’ people who said that as soon as they believed a nuclear war was underway, they would launch their nukes. If they delayed even ten minutes to check for obvious mistakes in whatever report made them believe a nuclear war was happening, they might die and thus lose their one chance of making a nuclear attack. What’s worse than dying in a nuclear war? Dying in a nuclear war without shooting your own nukes!

They have nuclear Fear Of Missing Out (FOMO).

Ellsberg devotes two chapters to the Cuban Missile Crisis, in which he played a part. I was born after the crisis and never learned about it in history classes. It was just something I heard about once in a while. Instead of summarizing these chapters, I’m pulling out the instance of nuclear FOMO which almost killed a few billion people.

Ellsberg quotes Vadim Orlov’s testimony about what he witnessed on a Soviet submarine which, unable to surface to replenish its oxygen, had such a high concentration of carbon dioxide that some people fainted:


After this attack, the totally exhausted Savitsky, who, in addition to everything, was not able to establish connection with the General Staff, became furious. He summoned the officer who was assigned to the nuclear torpedo and ordered him to assemble it to battle readiness. “Maybe the war has already started up there, while we are doing somersaults here”—screamed emotional Valentin Grigorievich, trying to justify his order. “We’re going to blast them now! We will die, but we will sink them all—we will not disgrace our Navy!”



This commander, who believed there might be a nuclear war going on (but wasn’t sure), wanted to fire his nuke so that he wouldn’t ‘disgrace’ the Soviet Navy. Nuclear FOMO!

You’ve already deduced that they didn’t actually launch the nuke. But maybe you want more details about what happened next. Ellsberg explains:


At least two officers were required to agree on the firing of the special weapon: the captain and the political officer, in this case Maslennikov. According to Orlov, Maslennikov agreed with Savitsky’s order to fire. On another sub that would have been sufficient. These two each had half of a key that was required to fire the special weapon…

… But on this submarine, a third concurrence was required, because the chief of staff of the brigade, Vasili Arkhipov, was traveling with them… for this decision, because of his role in the brigade, Arkhipov’s agreement was also required. And he withheld it. He did so on the grounds—which Savitsky and Maslennikov understood as well as he, but which they chose to ignore under the circumstances—that Moscow had not authorized it.

Had Arkhipov been stationed on one of the other submarines (for example, B-4, which was never located by the Americans), there is every reason to believe that the carrier USS Randolph and several, perhaps all, of its accompanying destroyers would, within minutes of the agreement by Savitsky and Maslennikov, have been destroyed by a nuclear explosion. Or if not destroyed, then drenched in a lethal bath of radioactive water that would incapacitate crew members almost immediately and kill them soon after.

The source of this explosion would have been mysterious to other commanders in the Navy and officials on the ExComm, since no submarines known to be in the region were believed to carry nuclear warheads. The clear implication of the cause of the nuclear destruction of this antisubmarine hunter-killer group would have been a medium-range missile from Cuba whose launch had not been detected. That is the event that President Kennedy had announced on October 22 would lead to a full-scale nuclear attack on the Soviet Union.



Had Arkhipov fainted before he could stop Savitsky and Maslennikov from firing the nuke…

III.

Americans believe that only the POTUS can authorize the use of the United States’ nuclear weapons. Before I read this book, I never questioned this belief. Heck, I never thought about it.

Just a few minutes of thought reveals a problem: if an enemy wants to prevent the United States from launching nuclear weapons, all they have to do is assassinate the POTUS. Okay, it’s more complicated than that. They also have to assassinate the VPOTUS and anyone else to whom the military could deliver ‘nuclear codes’ in the short term.

Thus, if someone like the Soviet Union wanted to prevent the United States from using nuclear weapons, all they had to do was bomb Washington D.C. when the POTUS, VPOTUS, Speaker of the House, etc. were all in town.

The solution is obvious: pre-delegate the authority to use nuclear weapons to people in multiple locations, either locations the enemy can’t predict, or so many locations the enemy can’t attack them all.

Ellsberg says this is exactly what the U.S. military has done, and he believes this is still true today. That only the POTUS has the authority to trigger the launching of the United States’ nuclear weapons is a lie. Ellsberg dedicates many pages to his evidence; I won’t repeat it.

Any of those people who are authorized to initiate the use of nuclear weapons can trigger a war—not just the POTUS.

Then Ellsberg asks: why keep this secret? If the enemy believes that they can prevent a nuclear attack by bombing Washington D.C., especially if they believe it’s their only hope of survival, doesn’t that give them an incentive to try that? An enemy might even believe they could initiate a nuclear war and survive. Wouldn’t announcing pre-delegation of nuclear weapons authority discourage that stunt?

It gets worse.

U.S. nuclear war planners assumed that, even though they had sub-delegated authority to start nuclear war, the Soviet Union had not. Thus, their plans focused on ‘decapitating’ the government in Moscow.

Actually, as Ellsberg reveals in the Cuban Missile Crisis section, Khrushchev had placed nuclear warheads in Cuba and “the Presidium [of the Soviet Union] had agreed to delegate authority to local commanders to use them against an invasion fleet, without direct orders from Moscow.” (Italics are Ellsberg’s, not mine). Nobody in the U.S. government had a clue about this for 25 years. During the Cuban missile crisis, when Khrushchev figured out just how screwed up this situation was, he ordered that the nuclear warheads in Cuba be dismantled.

But removing the nukes in Cuba didn’t end Soviet delegation. The Soviet Union created a ‘dead-hand’ system which would automatically launch nuclear weapons if Moscow were destroyed (yep, the very place the U.S. military had plans to ‘decapitate’). The man who designed the system, Valery Yarynich, claimed it increased nuclear safety. If such a system had not been put into place, leaders in Moscow would be tempted to launch nuclear weapons preemptively lest they were about to ‘lose’ the opportunity (nuclear FOMO!) The ‘dead-hand’ system assured them that, even if the destruction of Moscow stopped them from launching nuclear weapons personally, the Soviet Union’s arsenal would never miss out on a nuclear war.

Ellsberg says:


Here then, is the actual situation that has prevailed for more than half a century. Each side prepares and actually intends to attack the other’s “military nervous system,” command and control, especially its head and brain, the national command headquarters, in the first wave of a general war, however it originates. This has become the only hope of preempting and paralyzing the other’s retaliatory capability in such a way as to avoid total devastation; it is what must above all be deterred by the opponent. But in fact it, too, is thoroughly suicidal unless the other side has failed to delegate authority well below the highest levels. Because each side does in fact, delegate, hopes for decapitation are totally unfounded. But for the duration of the Cold War, for fear of frightening their own publics, their allies, and the world, neither side discouraged these hopes in the other by acknowledging its own delegation.



So basically, Ellsberg thinks that these political leaders prioritized PR over strategy or, uh, reducing the risk of killing hundreds of millions of people.

The Russian Federation has publicly stated that it still has a system for launching nuclear weapons if Moscow is destroyed, and “the command for an attack may come from the system, not the people.” Given that the Soviet Union had such a system, it’s highly plausible that the Russian Federation is telling the truth. So have U.S. nuclear planners updated their beliefs and given up on the idea of a ‘decapitation’ strike against the Russian government? Nope. U.S. nuclear war plans still emphasize taking out ‘Russian and Chinese Political and Military Leadership’ as if the execution of such a plan didn’t have high odds of killing 99.99% of all humanity.


As General Holloway expressed it in 1980, he had confidence that with such a decapitating strategy, a U.S. first strike would come out much better for the United States than a second strike, to the point of surviving and prevailing. He was right about the hopelessness of the alternative forms of preemption. But in reality, the hope of successfully avoiding mutual annihilation by a decapitating attack has always been ill-founded as any other. The realistic conclusion would be that a nuclear exchange between the United States and the Soviets was—and is—virtually certain to be an unmitigated catastrophe, not only for the two parties but for the world. But being unwilling to change the whole framework of our foreign and defense policy by abandoning reliance on the threat of nuclear first use or escalation, policy makers (probably on both sides) have chosen to act as if they believed (and perhaps actually do believe) that such a threat is not what it is: a readiness to trigger global omnicide.



The leaders want to believe so badly that it’s possible to start a nuclear war and survive that they cling to myths such as ‘decapitation can prevent the other side from launching nuclear weapons’ even when evidence to the contrary is obvious.

Or maybe it’s simpler than that. Maybe they just don’t want to admit that they’re wrong.

These people control nukes.

IV.

That’s just talking about official authorization of launching nuclear attacks. Surely no normie anywhere in the world would launch a nuclear attack without official authorization. Those people aboard the Soviet submarine which almost launched a nuke during the Cuban missile crisis weren’t ‘normies’ since carbon dioxide poisoning impaired their ability to think (but people aboard submarines armed with nukes sometimes breathe too much carbon dioxide, it’s not even strange). Normies who are breathing healthy concentrations of oxygen and carbon dioxide would ensure they had proper authorization before launching a nuke.

Yeah right.

While working as a RAND consultant in the late 1950s, Ellsberg investigated how military bases in the Western Pacific with nuclear weapons conducted drills. Airline pilots performed daily drills in which they got into the cockpits of their nuclear-loaded planes. They were trained to be ready to take off within ten minutes of an alert. Ellsberg says:


But we found it hard to get a clear answer whether pilots on actual standby alert ever took off, in a practice drill, from their alert pads with weapons aboard. Certainly not very often, if ever, we were told. Probably never.

That said to me that if they were ordered to take off from those pads, it would be an extraordinary, perhaps unprecedented, experience for the alert pilots. Even if it was in fact—unknown to them—only a drill, the first time or two that it happened would almost surely lead them to infer that “this was it.”



One reason they didn’t taxi during drills is that commanders feared that if all the planes took off together in a rush, they could crash and have a nuclear accident. But if, because of a warning (just a warning, not an authorization to use nuclear weapons, possibly a false alarm) a commander ordered the nuclear-weapon-loaded planes to take off, and one of them had an accident, and the pilots of the planes already in the air noticed a mushroom cloud over their base, what would they think?

If launches happened at many bases simultaneously, possibly because of an alert based on a false alarm, wouldn’t that increase the risk of such an accident happening?

If pilots couldn’t communicate with their base because a nuclear accident destroyed it, would they scrupulously avoid using nukes because they couldn’t get authorization? Many commanders told Ellsberg that, in that situation, they would expect some pilots to follow the war plan and launch the nukes—without an ‘Execute’ order.

Thus, normie pilots might start a nuclear war without authorization.

Ellsberg interviewed the commander of a base in South Korea near the North Korea border. This specific base was under orders to never let planes with nukes take off without a direct order from the headquarters of the Pacific Command in Tokyo. The commander acknowledged this, then said, “… every commander has an inherent right to protect his forces. That is a fundamental law of war. It’s the oldest principle of war that as a military commander I have the right and authority to protect my forces, and if I believed that they were endangered by anything, I would send them off.” After further probing, he admitted that if communications were cut off (weather caused the communications to go out about once a day) during an international crisis, he might order his planes to get off the ground—without an order from Tokyo.

Then Ellsberg asked what would happen if he ordered the planes to take off. The commander replied they would go to a rendezvous area and if they didn’t get an ‘Execute’ message, they were supposed to come back—because orders.


They would be out of communications with the base at their rendezvous area, he’d told me earlier. If they were there as part of a theater-wide alert, there would be a coordinating plane with them at the rendezvous with stronger communication gear, sent from another base. But if he had sent them up himself, they would be circling up there by themselves, unable to send any messages out.

I asked, “How do you think that would work?”

The major said, “If they didn’t get any Execute message? Oh, I think they’d come back.” Pause. “Most of them…”

… He added, “Of course, if one of them were to break out of that circle and go for his target, I think the rest would follow.” He paused again; then he added reflectively, “And they might as well. If one goes, they might as well all go.”



Nuclear FOMO!

V.

Ellsberg describes many layers of codified secrecy he encountered when he was a RAND consultant. There were classification levels above ‘Top Secret’ you only knew about if you had the right classification to know it existed.

Layer upon layer of secrecy makes error checking difficult—or impossible.

Even when, as a RAND consultant, Ellsberg discovered mistakes, he had difficulty correcting them. Sometimes the people who could correct the mistake didn’t have the proper classification to learn relevant information, so when Ellsberg said, ‘you should do this,’ it made no sense to them, and they didn’t do it.

Per treaty with Japan, the United States wasn’t allowed to put nuclear weapons anywhere in Japanese territory (Okinawa was under U.S. rule in the 1960s and thus didn’t count). The Japanese really, really cared about this. They cared so much that, if the United States put nuclear weapons in Japanese territory, Japan might cut off diplomatic relations with the United States and pivot to China.

The Marines had secretly put nuclear weapons permanently on Iwakuni, an obvious violation of the treaty. It brought no military or strategic benefit to the United States. So why do it? They wanted to be able to get nukes in minutes instead of hours during a general war alert. Otherwise, they might have to sit out a nuclear war (nuclear FOMO!)

Some planners believed Communist spies already knew about this, and it was only a matter of time until they sabotaged Iwakuni in such a way it would trigger an investigation by the Japanese government. That would reveal the nukes. So why didn’t someone order the Marines/Navy to get the nukes out? Well, it was a closely guarded secret because, if it leaked, it would blow up relations with Japan. That limited who knew about it in the first place, as well as who the planners could inform. If they told the people above them it was a problem, they could put their careers at risk. Ellsberg believes this is why they confided in him, a RAND consultant with high security clearances. They hoped he could fix the problem without getting them involved.

Ellsberg informed someone working for the Secretary of Defense. It turned out that the ship which stored the nukes was listed as being in Okinawa, not Iwakuni. Further investigation revealed that this was a lie. The ship was at Iwakuni most of the year. The Navy and Marines falsely listed it as being in Okinawa to avoid scrutiny. Thus… the Navy and Marines had lied to the Secretary of Defense about the location of nuclear weapons. (During a crisis, the Secretary of Defense believing that nukes were in Location A, when they were in fact in Location B… might cause problems).

By coincidence, when the people under the Secretary of Defense learned this, the ship was actually in Okinawa for maintenance. So they ordered it to stay there.

This happened next:


[Admiral] Burke made no attempt to deny the facts of the reports to justify anything. The only thing he had to say, in a fury, was “What did you think you were doing, as a civilian, interfering with the operations of ships of the U.S. Navy?”

The fact that this ship was in violation of one of our most important security treaties and was posing enormous diplomatic risks, that it was carrying nuclear weapons in violation of regulations on their whereabouts and in deliberate deception of the secretary of defense, that the special assistant to the secretary had been lied to by the Navy—none of these points was addressed by Burke, nor was he willing to hear about them. He maintained that it was absolutely unacceptable that the secretary of defense should presume to tell the Navy where to put its ships.



Secretary of Defense McNamara backed off, and the nukes went back to Iwakuni.

This isn’t the biggest mistake in nuclear planning Ellsberg describes from his time as a RAND consultant. I chose this one because I can explain it in fewer words.

Imagine the mistakes Ellsberg never found.

VI.


Every one of our many thousands of H-bombs, the thermonuclear fusion bombs that arm our strategic forces, requires a Nagasaki-type A-bomb as its detonator. I doubt that one American in a hundred knows that simple fact, and thus has a clear understanding of the difference between A- and H-bombs, or of the reality of the thermonuclear arsenals of the last fifty years.

Our popular image of nuclear war—from the familiar pictures of the devastation of Nagasaki and Hiroshima—is grotesquely misleading. Those pictures show us only what happens to humans and buildings when they are hit by what is now just the detonating cap for a modern nuclear weapon.



Before I read this book, I belonged to the 99 out of 100 Americans who didn’t know that simple fact.

VII.

The United States, in war, never targets civilians, especially not high concentrations of civilians, such as cities.

Do you believe that?

If yes, explain why the United States dropped atomic bombs on Japanese cities instead of uninhabited Japanese islands.

Because no Japanese would be around to observe it? Then why not tell the Japanese where and when the bomb would be dropped so they could send observers? If the United States had dropped an atom bomb on one of the uninhabited islands between Hokkaido and Sakhalin, they could’ve invited Soviets too.

So why drop atom bombs on cities?

Ellsberg says:


When Truman later mentioned that neither the prospect nor the actual use of the atom bomb ever gave him a moment’s hesitation or a night’s troubled sleep, that seemed odd to many Americans, including myself when I first read it. After all, he might have said that it was a difficult, in fact anguishing, moral problem, a grave decision, but that there was just no way around it. How could it not be a moral challenge?

But Truman sometimes went on to mention something that was scarcely clear to many Americans then, and still is not: that we had long been killing more people than that in the course of our non-nuclear fire-bombing attacks.



On the next page, Ellsberg says, “there was no no moral agonizing at all among Truman’s civilian or military advisors about the prospect of using the atom bomb on a city. That moral threshold had been crossed long before.”

When had it been crossed? Ellsberg devotes two chapters to the history of how Western nations went from ‘targeting civilians is wrong’ to ‘targeting civilians is good.’


The principles of “just war,” codified by international jurists starting with Hugo Grotius in the seventeenth century, reflected a “civilizing” response to the more destructive religious wars of the past, particularly against deliberate killing of noncombatants—were contrasted to the wars of the barbarians, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, and others, who had regularly put cities to the sword, killing all males, killing or enslaving all women and children, sometimes even constructing pyramids of the skulls of their victims.



I’m not entirely convinced that European societies and their offshoots (such as the United States) abstained from targeting noncombatants in war to the degree Ellsberg claims. Even Ellsberg admits that, during the 17th-thru-early-20th-century era, the principle of ‘just war’ still permitted killing noncombatants in cities under siege which refused to surrender. But maybe this norm was strong enough to reduce violence against civilians by 90%.

Just when I was arguing with Ellsberg in my head ‘what about General Sherman’s march through Georgia?’ he cites General Sherman’s march through Georgia as one of the first examples of the U.S. military intentionally targeting civilians on a mass scale (indigenous peoples’ historians may refute this claim).


And the innovation that he introduced—which was observed from Europe as an act of barbarism and is so remembered in the South to this day—was to allow his troops to attack the city of Atlanta as a whole, destroying most of its stores and burning the city. He then moved from Atlanta to the sea, burning stores, fields, and logistic supplies as he went, partly to destroy the supplies of the armies opposing him, and partly—quite explicitly and openly—to punish and terrorize the population, to make them realize that they must pay a price for supporting this secession or in allowing their leadership to continue the war.



World War I had little targeting of civilians. What I’ve read about WWI history before I read this book confirms this. Ellsberg claims this was because the norm of ‘don’t target noncombatants’ was still in place. Millions of soldiers died in trench warfare, but noncombatants were spared from direct violence. This made Europeans ask: are soldiers’ lives worth less than noncombatant lives? If you could save a million soldiers’ lives by killing ten thousand civilians, was targeting civilians justified?

If I were certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that my only two options were to kill a million soldiers or kill ten thousand civilians, yes, I would kill the ten thousand civilians.

But why did Europeans and Americans after World War I believe killing civilians could prevent the horrors of trench warfare? The idea was that airplanes could bypass trenches and bomb cities, which would ruin the economy and terrorize the population so much that they would surrender.

The Japanese military was the first to fly aircraft to bomb a city intending to kill civilians. They attacked Shanghai’s International Settlement in 1932. (I don’t know whether the Japanese government had ever accepted the ‘targeting noncombatants in war is wrong’ norm). In 1937, Japanese aircraft bombed Shanghai again, and Italian and German fascists bombed Guernica, Spain. In 1940, the Germans bombed London.

Then the British and American militaries adopted the ‘bomb factories for the win’ strategy.


Fewer people would be killed overall, on both sides, from this approach.

This justification was based on the assumption that the bombing would be effective quickly with relatively small numbers of bombs. And that belief depended on several other beliefs that British and American planners held:




	that British and American bombers could sustain the loss rates from defenses flying in daylight;

	that they could bomb accurately enough in daytime to destroy enemy bases and factories;

	that they could find towns and industrial targets accurately at night, if necessary, and still destroy factories;

	that, for Americans, those B-17s flying in mass formations above antiaircraft fire had enough armament (they were called “Flying Fortresses”) to ward off enemy fighters and keep losses low in daytime, without needing long-range interceptors to defend them;

	that, while dodging defenses in poor weather over the European continent, American bombardiers could achieve the pickle-barrel accuracy they demonstrated in straight runs over the Arizona desert without cloud cover;

	that with attainable accuracy, American bombers could destroy critical bottlenecks and vulnerabilities in German industrial networks that would cripple war production;

	that through the use of high explosives and incendiaries, British bombers flying at night could “de-house” a huge fraction of the German population, destroying German will to fight; and

	that the morale of the German population (and later, the Japanese) was far more fragile under bombing than that of the Chinese, Spanish, or British had proved to be.




Each of these assumptions, every one of them—all articles of faith among strategic-bombing enthusiasts—was decisively disproven by experience in the first years of World War II. But the bombing continued, and greatly increased.



Why did the British and American militaries continue to target dense civilian population centers even after this strategy failed to accomplish their objectives?

Because their intentions changed.

February 14, 1942, the British military issued a directive which called for targeting entire cities. The chief of the Air Staff added the addendum, “I suppose it is clear that the aiming points are to be the built-up areas, not, for instance, the dockyards or aircraft factories.” From then on, the British Royal Air Force singled out the places which had the highest density of civilians, not the factories.

Ellsberg quotes Freeman Dyson, who helped the RAF plan bombing campaigns:


In every big raid we tried to raise a fire storm, but we succeeded only twice, once in Hamburg and once two years later in Dresden… We attacked Berlin sixteen times with the kind of force that attacked Dresden once. We were trying every time to raise a fire storm… Unfortunately Dresden had little military significance and anyway the slaughter came too late to have any serious effect on the war.



Say what? The RAF tried to create a Dresden-level fire storm in Berlin SIXTEEN times? Nazi Germany lost the war despite the lack of fire storms in Berlin, so it obviously wasn’t necessary for the Allies to win. Ellsberg makes a convincing case that the outcomes of city bombings earlier in the war should have persuaded military leaders that killing tens of thousands of civilians in air raids led to tens of thousands of dead civilians, not to victory.

Then there was the American bombing of Japan.


… By the time the XXI Bomber Command—based on the Marianas in October 1944—was at last in range of the paper-and-wood housing in Japan, it still pursued “precision attacks” against Japanese industrial targets, particularly the aircraft industry. Its commander, Brigadier General Haywood S. Hansell, was a major architect of the Air Force doctrine of daytime high-altitude precision bombing. Hansell opposed firebombing as morally repugnant and militarily unnecessary. But his replacement on the Air Staff in Washington, Major General Norstad, came to prefer massive destruction of Japanese cities by firebombing to precision bombing. On January 6, 1945, Norstad visited Hansell’s headquarters in Guam and abruptly relieved him of command, replacing him with LeMay.



General Curtis E. LeMay led the fire raid of Tokyo on March 9-10, 1945. This killed between 80,000 and 120,000 people. In an interview in 1965, LeMay justified this raid (and others) by saying that without the fire raids, the Americans would’ve needed to invade Japan, which might have killed a million American soldiers, and that it was better to kill Japanese than let Americans die.

Was that LeMay’s reason? A push to make Japan surrender so that fewer Americans—and maybe even fewer Japanese—would die in the long run? Was Hansell’s judgment that it was ‘militarily unnecessary’ incorrect? Ellsberg doesn’t provide evidence one way or another, besides his previous implications that fire raids don’t break the will of the people enough to end wars.

I believe Hansell was right: it wasn’t militarily necessary. According to the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum, over 100,000 civilians, about one third of Okinawa’s civilian population, died in the Battle of Okinawa. That was in large part because the Japanese Imperial Military was indifferent towards protecting civilians—in fact, they used civilians as human shields, killed some themselves, and ordered many more to commit suicide (and gave them hand grenades to blow themselves up). The Japanese Imperial Military may have been more inclined to protect Japanese civilians than Okinawans, but overall, given how willing they were to kill civilians on their own side, targeting civilians seemed like an ineffective way of pushing them to surrender.

Ellsberg interviewed John T. McNaughton, who had been General LeMay’s “weather officer” on the night of the raid. He told Ellsberg:


I briefed that day, as usual, on the weather to be expected over the target, and he asked me a question I’d never heard before. He asked, ‘How strong are the winds going to be at ground level? I started to tell him we could predict the winds at high altitudes, with reconnaissance flights, and even at intermediate altitudes if we dropped balloons, but we had no way of knowing what the ground winds would be. But he broke in and asked me, ‘How strong does the wind have to be so that people can’t get away from the flames? Will the wind be strong enough for that?’… It was the first time it had entered my head that the purpose of our operation was to kill as many people as possible.



Why did LeMay want to kill as many people as possible in the Tokyo raid? In an interview with Michael Sherry, LeMay said, “There are no innocent civilians. It is their government and you are fighting a people, you are not trying to fight an armed force anymore.” To me, this is tantamount to LeMay saying that his goal hadn’t been to make the Japanese Imperial Military to surrender, but to kill Japanese people, including babies (‘there are no innocent civilians’).

Did I cherry-pick that quote to make LeMay look like a baby-killer? Yes. I’m sure Ellsberg also cherry-picked LeMay quotes which make him seem genocidal. Nonetheless, LeMay killed many babies whom Hansell would’ve spared. In one quote Ellsberg includes, LeMay specifically refers to the “little kids” (LeMay’s words) he wanted to (and did) kill.

Then the United States got atom bombs.

Ellsberg says, “LeMay himself was convinced that fire bombing had brought the Japanese to the point of surrender and that the atom bomb was in no way necessary.” Ellsberg says that, out of the eight officers of five-star rank in the U.S. Armed Forces in 1945, seven of them believed the atom bomb was unnecessary to avert invasion, and later military studies backed this up. Some believed that the fire-bombing had broken the Japanese people’s will, and some believed that the submarine blockade cutting off supplies was sufficient. I believe the submarine blockade was sufficient, and if that belief was wrong, at least the military should’ve waited for the submarine blockade to fail/succeed before fire-bombing. I also believe that Japan would’ve surrendered by the end of 1945 even without invasion or dropping atom bombs, but what I believe isn’t as significant as the fact that the United States’ top military officers believed this yet they still dropped the atom bombs.

If they didn’t believe that dropping the atom bombs was necessary for victory against Japan, why did they do it? One answer—and answer that Ellsberg backs up with evidence—is that they wanted to threaten the Soviet Union. But why not spook the Soviet Union by dropping an atom bomb in an uninhabited area where Soviets could observe the explosion?

Simple: LeMay (and the people who decided to put LeMay in power and Hansell out of power) had already made killing Japanese people their goal. Dropping an atom bomb on an uninhabited island might not kill anyone. Truman had become so habituated towards targeting dense concentrations of civilians that he didn’t bother to consider the pros and cons of dropping atom bombs on cities vs. any target that wasn’t a city.

In World War II, many parties violated the moral prohibition against targeting noncombatants. For some, it started with the humane impulse to prevent the trench warfare of World War I. But when the first few bombings of cities failed to lead to victory, instead of correcting their ‘killing civilians in cities persuades enemies to surrender’ belief, they believed that they just hadn’t killed enough civilians in cities, and needed to attack the cities harder.

Articulating the thought, ‘I killed a bunch of civilians on purpose and it didn’t work, oops’ is hard. Once someone has committed premeditated murder against civilians, their ego is highly motivated to justify that. So military leaders told themselves that mass murder of civilians is effective, even in the face of contrary evidence.

Of course Truman claimed that dropping the atomic bombs was necessary to make Japan surrender without ground invasion. Could he have told the public anything else without committing political suicide?

That means generations of Americans have grown up believing we won a war by using nuclear weapons—and thus, we associate nuclear weapons with success. Heck, we associate targeting the highest concentrations of civilians in flammable housing with military success.

The “dropping nukes = success” association may contribute to nuclear FOMO.

Maybe I should change my position on the ‘killing a million soldiers vs. killing ten thousand civilians’ dilemma. Maybe the taboo against targeting noncombatants saves so many lives in the long run (especially given the existence of nuclear weapons) and is so difficult to restore once it has been breached that, for the sake of preserving the taboo, killing a million soldiers is less awful than killing ten thousand civilians.

VIII.

Since Astral Codex Ten features prediction markets so often, I must throw out this quote as a teaser:


Most accounts of the Trinity test on the early morning of July 17, 1945, recount that Fermi offered to accept bets the night before as to whether atmospheric ignition would occur. He said, “I feel I am now in a position to make book [that is, to accept bets at fixed odds] on two contingencies: 1) that the explosion will burn New Mexico; 2) that it will ignite the whole world.”

Too bad that the actual odds Fermi offered that night on these events are lost to history. Whether anyone placed money with Fermi and what odds he did offer seem never to have been reported. There are strong hints that his odds for total atmospheric ignition were much higher than three in a million. He would hardly have offered to “make book” on the basis of odds like that…

… As Peter Goodchild recounts, Fermi’s expression of uncertainty about the occurrence of atmospheric ignition had been neither a joke nor a last minute tremor.



If you want to know more about the bets this quote refers to, read the book. It dedicates an entire chapter to this.

IX.

Ellsberg claims that the United States has used nuclear weapons many times since the end of World War II—and he doesn’t just mean the tests. He says that the U.S. government’s primary use for nuclear weapons is not deterrence—that’s a lie for the public—but threatening first-use strikes to bully other governments into caving to U.S. government demands. He even says, “All American presidents since Franklin Roosevelt have acted on that motive, at times, for owning nuclear weapons.”

Ellsberg lists evidence to support this claim, then says:


What I wish to focus on here is that several presidents believed their threats had succeeded; and all of them since 1945 have acted throughout their time in office as if they believed that current or future first-use nuclear threats would be legitimate, could be effective, and might be necessary. That is true even of those who may have personally and privately abhorred the notion of launching nuclear weapons under any circumstances—I believe this includes John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson (along with Robert McNamara, who served both as secretary of defense), and probably others…



Though the first-use threats the United States has used against other countries (such as North Vietnam) have been kept somewhat secret, it’s no secret that much U.S. diplomacy in recent decades has been ‘make a demand’ and then, if the other side doesn’t immediately accept it, ‘throw a tantrum.’ That’s why I have little trouble believing Ellsberg’s claim. In fact, it helps explain why the U.S. is so bad at diplomacy more complicated than ‘expect compliance.’

First-use nuclear threats are a cheat code. Learning the context for every international situation is hard—you might have to learn another language (or find trustworthy translators/interpreters), study a lot of history, learn the personal quirks of the political agents involved, mull over the geography of somewhere on the other side of the world, make sense of religious controversies, etc. all before you can craft a bespoke diplomatic strategy which is likely to work. Making first-use nuclear threats requires much less effort.

Others will only cave to your demands if your nuclear first-use threats are at least slightly credible. For example, if I threaten to nuke Berkeley if Scott doesn’t make me the winner of this book review contest, he’ll assume I’m bluffing. Though many people have their fingers on a nuclear trigger, it’s improbable that I’m one of them. Even if my finger is on a nuclear trigger, it’s extremely improbable I would want to kill billions of people just because I lost a book review contest. If such a threat had any influence on Scott, it would be for him to disqualify me from the contest and make me a pariah in the SSC community. (For the record, my fingers are nowhere close to any nuclear triggers).

Some presidents have tried to add credibility to their first-use nuclear threats by making themselves seem like madmen. One POTUS has been more success in this than others—Trump. During the 2016 campaign, some interviewers, including Chris Matthews, tried to get Trump to reject the option of first use. On this, Ellsberg says:


Matthews’s pursuit of this issue, like that of nearly every other interviewer, seemed to reflect the simple, widespread ignorance of the reality that Trump was taking the same position of every president since Truman, and of every major candidate in that long period, definitely including his rival Hillary Clinton. She would surely have given essentially the same answers to Matthews’s questions as Trump did if she had been in that same forum, consistent with her stand in 2007…

… Trump hinted strongly to Matthews, and he even came close to saying outright—“I’m not going to use nuclear, but I’m not taking any cards off the table”—that he would be bluffing. Most, if not all, of the time. Nevertheless, the last bargaining strategy mentioned above… is especially worrisome to many in America and elsewhere because of a growing sense that this particular president actually may be mad.



To be honest, I’m more scared of a POTUS like Hillary Clinton than Trump. At least Trump got some scrutiny over his nuclear strategy. People gave Hillary Clinton—and many other presidential candidates—a free pass for doing the same thing. I can’t pin down the logic, so maybe this is just some knee-jerk reaction which isn’t based on reality, but my feeling is that the presidential candidate who is NOT condemned for keeping the ‘option’ of a first-use nuclear strike is more likely to commit omnicide.

Given that most presidents can’t make first-use threats as credibly as Trump, they have to increase credibility for the threats to deliver results they want.

If the sole purpose of the United States’ nuclear arsenal was to deter a hostile nuclear attack, we would only need a few nuclear weapons.


In the last year of the Cold War, Herbert York cited Bundy’s statement in a talk at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory… York posed the question, how many nuclear weapons are needed to deter an adversary rational enough to be deterred? Concurring with Bundy’s judgment—as who would not?—he answered his question, “somewhere in the range of 1, 10, 100… closer to 1 than it is to 100.”

In 1986, the U.S. had 23,317 nuclear warheads and Russia had 40,159 for a total of 63,836 weapons.



Having over 20,000 nuclear warheads doesn’t increase deterrence more than having merely 100 nuclear warheads—but if you want to use first-use nuclear threats, having a ridiculous number of nuclear warheads at your disposal makes your threats more credible. Having tens of thousands of nuclear warheads around—and ready to be triggered on short notice—also makes nuclear winter possible.

If making first-use nuclear threats increases the risk of nuclear winter by only 1% over never making such threats, that risk is unacceptable.

X.

I completely agree with this Ellsberg quote (to be fair, this is something I would have agreed with even before I read this book, though I hadn’t applied it to nuclear war strategies):


We humans almost universally have a false self-image of our species. We think that monstrous, wicked policies must be, can only be, conceived and directed and carried out by monsters, wicked or evil people, or highly aberrant, clinically “disturbed” people. People not like “us.” That is mistaken. Those who have created a continuing nuclear threat to the existence of humanity have been normal, ordinary politicians, analysts, and military strategists.



In other words, madmen aren’t the only ones who might commit omnicide. Normies might do it too.

Ellsberg says that we have widespread failure to grasp ‘moral reality.’ We are so caught up in our immediate goals, such as getting the budget for our branch of the military increased, pushing another nation to capitulate to our demands, defending our homeland’s honor, or refusing to admit we made a mistake, that we fail to step back and ask ourselves, ‘is this thing we’re about to do worth risking omnicide?’

One might call this the difference between soldier mindset and scout mindset.

The subtitle for this book is ‘Confessions of a Nuclear War Planner’ because Ellsberg himself failed at moral realism. In the 1950s, he was such a dedicated Cold Warrior that he didn’t step back and ask, ‘wait, would causing a nuclear war actually be better than surrendering to the Soviet Union and letting them take over the world?’

Ellsberg ends the section on the Cuban missile crisis with this quote from something Khrushchev said a few months after the crisis:


When I asked the military advisors if they could assure me that holding fast would not result in the death of five hundred million human beings, they looked at me as though I was out of my mind, or what was worse, a traitor. The biggest tragedy, as they saw it, was not that our country might be devastated and everything lost, but that the Chinese or the Albanians might accuse us of appeasement or weakness.

So I said to myself, “To hell with these maniacs. If I can get the United States to assure me that it will not attempt to overthrow the Cuban government, I will remove the missiles.” That is what happened, and now I am reviled by the Chinese and the Albanians…

They say I was afraid to stand up to a paper tiger. It is all such nonsense. What good would it have done me in the last hour of my life to know that though our great nation and the United States were in complete ruins, the national honor of the Soviet Union was intact?



Khrushchev got one thing wrong: those military advisors weren’t maniacs. They were normies.

XI.

As I was getting to the end of this book, I wondered what Ellsberg wants us to do. After all, what’s the point of knowing that governments have put in place Doomsday Machines which could commit omnicide over a mistake if we can’t do anything about it? Better to continue living in ignorant bliss (until the omnicide happens).

Ellsberg wants the abolition of all nuclear weapons. He believes this is impossible in the short term. So instead, he calls for taking down both America’s and Russia’s Doomsday Machines—that is, to take down so many nuclear weapons that nuclear winter is impossible. This can be done even if all current Nuclear Weapons States (NWS) maintain a small nuclear arsenal for deterrence—“the danger of near-extinction of humanity—a continuous possibility for the past sixty-five years—can be reduced to zero by dismantlement of most existing weapons in both the United States and Russia (and smaller dismantlement in all other NWS).”

By the time I reached the end, this seemed like a sensible, even obvious goal.

Even having only one Doomsday Machine would be an improvement over having two on hair-trigger alert. If the United States develops the will to take down its Doomsday Machine before the Russian Federation, it should do so unilaterally, since that would reduce the risk of nuclear winter (it may also increase political will in the Russian Federation to reciprocate).

I agree with Ellsberg that, for this to become politically feasible, we need much more public awareness. Submitting this to a book review contest is a small contribution to that.

Thanks to this book, as a U.S. citizen, I will stop voting for POTUS candidates who consider first-use nuclear threats to be a legitimate option. If the only POTUS candidate who renounces first-use is a fringe figure, I will vote for the fringe figure. If no candidate on the ballot renounces first-use nuclear threats, I will write in a name, even if the vote won’t count.

Hollywood, or any other media behemoth, should make riveting movies/TV shows/etc. about the American and Russian Doomsday Machines. We can encourage this in all the usual ways we influence Hollywood. Yes, we have Dr. Strangelove, but the public believes that’s absurdist satire, not reality. We need easily-believable dramas too.

Speaking of Dr. Strangelove...


Harry Rowen and I had gone into D.C. from the Pentagon during the workday to see it “for professional reasons.” We came out into the afternoon sunlight, dazed by the light and the film, both agreeing that what we had just seen was, essentially, a documentary.



XII.

I’m no expert on nuclear anything. Maybe I’m too ignorant to evaluate this book.

Maybe something in this book is so wildly inaccurate it knocks out the foundations of Ellsberg’s arguments—I might not notice. If this is the case, I hope someone in the SSC community catches it.

Choosing which details to include in this review was hard. Some things I didn’t mention at all feel important too. Heck, I omitted some things which got entire chapters. I wonder if I chose the wrong points.

This Amazon review says The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy by Lawrence Freedman and Command and Control by Eric Schlosser are better books on this topic. I haven’t read them. Maybe they are better.

I fear this review is inadequate.






The Ecotechnic Future by John Michael Greer

Introduction

Summary: Peak oil is coming, here is how that will change things, and here is how we can be ready.

I had over the years run across The Kek Wars, How It Could Happen, and The Next Ten Billion Years, but only recently did I put 2+2 together and realize that these were all the ravings of the same mad genius, John Michael Greer. Intrigued, I sought out one of his more serious works, The Ecotechnic Future: Envisioning a Post-Peak World.

This book's message is not "environmentalism" as you may know it. It is not meant to save the planet from us—indeed, quite the opposite. At its heart is a view of humanity as part of nature, neither its saviors nor its conquerors, but subject to the same forces as the other animals, though perhaps more fortunate by dint of our ability to adapt through culture and learning rather than by evolution alone. The book seeks, in some small way, to speed that adaptation along.

Greer spells out his vision of the coming world with straightforward, understandable arguments not laden with heavy ideological burdens; but while his practical advice for living in such a world is sound, the premise at its base—that mankind will soon run into hard limits to its ambitions and enter a long, slow, and lasting decline—is argued only weakly. In asserting his predictions, Greer dismisses with a philosopher's handwave whole currents of scientific and political thought that would gainsay him, explaining them away as perennial human delusions; and although these critiques are certainly valid, they are not decisive. At some point one must actually look at what these opponents say.

Nevertheless, the book is deeply thought-provoking. For one like me who swims in transhumanist waters, I sometimes lose sight of how my imagination of the far future unconsciously informs my day-to-day priorities, and indeed my whole outlook on life. Greer's perspective is enlightening because it is so at odds with my own, and yet plausible enough to demand serious reflection.

Phileas Fogg's Steamship Earth

Is peak oil happening? We should address this question up front, since the whole book rests upon it. Convincing you of this is not the central purpose of the book—in fairness to Greer, such an analysis would fill at least one lengthy tome, perhaps more—so for now it will suffice to summarize his arguments and what objections I could think of offhand.

[image: oil price graph] Oil prices per barrel Feb. 1946 – Sep. 2021, in 2021 dollars. [source]


While recent swings in the price of energy make it hard to see the larger picture, the general trend in energy costs is still up... [chapter 8, section 3]

Most official estimates place the arrival of peak oil sometime between 2020 and 2030... [ch. 1, sec. 2]



[Note: The sections within each chapter are not numbered, but I will cite the text between the chapter heading and the first subheading as "section 1," that between the first and second subheadings as "section 2," etc.]

Greer is writing in 2009, after the global financial crisis and its attendant crash in oil prices, but before the rise of "unconventional" extraction (fracking, shale oil, tar sands, etc.) that began in roughly 2014. He does mention such sources in passing (along with biofuels, which seem to my lay impression to have since faded from the public debate), only to say that they cannot be a solution to the peak oil problem because the extraction of these reserves itself requires a large expenditure of energy, itself derived from oil. But, in retrospect, this argument is unconvincing—if it were true, how could unconventional extraction have made the price of oil fall as it did?

Nonetheless, surely those reserves will too diminish, and so our innovations may have only accomplished a delay of the inevitable. If we have bought ourselves some measure of time, what good does that do?

First, it will give us another chance to switch to renewables—solar, wind, hydroelectricity, and the like. Now, Greer argues that such sources cannot possibly replace fossil fuels in the sense of enabling today's industrial system to run forth unhindered—the quantity and concentration of energy they provide simply do not measure up to oil. But he acknowledges that the transition to renewables—a process involving a large up-front investment of energy to manufacture solar panels, build dams, etc.—can be more or less orderly depending on how much fossil fuel surplus is available for that use. Indeed, part of his case for the hardness of the coming times is that it is already too late. But if peak oil is not as close as he thought in 2009, then perhaps we now have one last opportunity to heed his warning? To his credit, Greer does not dismiss this possibility out of hand:


[T]he end of the Industrial Age will most likely trace out a stepwise decline, with periods of crisis and breakdown punctuated by periods of partial recovery. This offers the hope of breathing spaces in which the lessons of each time of crisis can be assessed and put to use in dealing with the next. Those who respond to the energy crisis of our own time might keep this in mind when preparing for the complex future ahead. [ch. 9, sec. 5]



Indeed, we may already have seen progress since 2009, with solar panels on more and more roofs and electric car chargers in more and more parking lots.

Second, more time implies more chances to find altogether new sources of energy. Fusion power is the elephant-in-the-room. Greer does not mention fusion as such, but he does sketch out a scenario whereby even hypothetical limitless energy might still fail to stave off the decline of industrialism:


It's not enough to come up with a new source of energy. Unless that new source can be used just like petroleum, the petroleum-powered machines we use today will have to be replaced by machines using the new energy source.... the costs of the new infrastructure will generally be much greater than the cost of bringing the new energy source online in the first place. [ch. 9, sec. 3]

[A] crash program to bring some new energy source online in a hurry could drain enough energy, raw materials, labor and money out of a fragile system to drive it over the edge into collapse. [ibid.]



In short, whatever new energy may be discovered, it will do us little good till we can refit our distribution infrastructure accordingly. Now, on the one hand, this argument omits to consider the possibility that a truly bottomless source of energy could synthesize hydrocarbons out of literal thin air, via CO₂ + 2H₂O → CH₄ + 2O₂ and the like, and undo global warming to boot. Fuels thus made could be piped into the existing infrastructure without much difficulty. On the other hand, the activation energy of a new solution is a real challenge. Imagine the future tragedy of the engineers on the promising SPARC project who, having at last shown how a superparity reactor may be built and the path to the Singularity unlocked, find themselves unable to secure funding in a time when all remaining fossil fuels must be devoted towards heating homes and heading off the next peasant uprising.

Of course, I would be remiss not to discuss AI. The longer our runway of fossil fuels, the more time we have to build an artificial intelligence that will solve all these problems for us. Throughout the book, Greer misses no opportunity to scoff at the notion that technology will "magically" bail us out of the predicament that we have created for ourselves. But in this respect, at least, I think AI deserves more credit. I, a mere amateur, have already mentioned one potential energy source, namely fusion, which is blocked not by any fundamental physics but only by the boundaries of our engineering skills. And an AI could very well identify others yet unknown—the only real limit is _E=mc_². How likely is it that the AI will fail in all its attempts?

At any rate, the question of peak oil ultimately comes down to a race against the clock. Will we run out of oil soon enough to put our salvation forever out of reach, or will we make it through this Great Filter in the nick of time? Greer at least makes me think that the matter is still open (enough to make the book worth reading, even if the value of enacting it is debatable). There does not seem to be any inexorable force one way or the other; what ends up happening may depend on individual human choices yet to be made, or just random luck. If one had faith in the unstoppable march of progress, that is a sobering thought.

Ungrowth mindset

With that out of the way, let us now take as given that what Greer says about peak oil will come true. What follows from that?

First and foremost, Greer warns us that much of our contemporary worldview is merely an outgrowth of the temporary age of indulgence enabled by fossil fuels, in no way to be regarded as universal or eternal. He characterizes modern thought as a way of coping with the thwarted hopes of our declining civilization and of shutting our eyes to the poverty of our prospects. Such circumstances, he says, throughout history give birth to manifold "revitalization movements" at whose core is


a faith that the troubles of the present will suddenly vanish, and a world of bright promise just as suddenly appear, if the faithful only devote themselves intensely enough to moral, ritual or cultural purity.... the belief... that the rising spiral of troubles facing industrial civilization herald an evolutionary leap that will give rise to a new world lacking most of the problems that beset the present one. [ch. 4, sec. 1]



Of this, Greer expressly calls out Extropianism and Ray Kurzweil's Singularity as an "egregious example" [ch. 1, footnote 10]. (The kingdom of God is at hand; repent ye and believe the gospel!) Concomitant is a proliferation of utopian ideas, whereby all the troubles of the present can be swept away if only some radical new ideology can take hold: "In the years ahead of us, every project for social change you care to imagine will likely try to redefine itself as the answer the world is waiting for" [ch. 5, sec. 1], but, "The fact that so many people today treat catastrophe as an inkblot onto which to project their fantasies of a better life is one of the most troubling signs of our times" [ch. 5, sec. 2].

Instead, Greer beseeches us to come back to earth and confront reality. The coming age of trouble will be no heroic struggle against impossible odds that prevails in the end by great virtue and sacrifice, nor a fulfillment of some divinely-ordained plan; it will rather be haphazard, pragmatic, and unglamorous. He cites Warren Johnson's Muddling Toward Frugality, which contrasts the "language of tragedy," in which so much high-minded idealism is cloaked, versus that of comedy, which is more what we need. "Comic heroes are usually muddlers, stumbling cluelessly through situations with no grander agenda than coming out the other side with a whole skin" [ch. 5, sec. 5].

Therefore, Greer brackets all of his advice within the framework of dissensus (a term due to Ewa Ziarek), which is not merely the lack of consensus, but an ethos of actively avoiding consensus. Our adaptation to the deindustrial age will be "an opportunity for social evolution, in which various populations will try out many different forms of technical, economic and social organization, some of which will turn out to be more successful than others" [ch. 2, sec. 5]. One who wishes for the long-term flourishing of humanity should therefore hope for a variety of different approaches from which we can gradually learn what works best, rather than putting all of our eggs into one basket (including that of this book!).

Another misleadingly alluring tragic narrative, according to Greer, is the great and sudden disaster, like the mythic fall of Atlantis. Such a tale may fit neatly between the commercial breaks of a made-for-TV movie, but reality need not. Rather, Greer expects that our decline will be slow and piecemeal, with various ups and downs along the way, and you may not even notice it if you are only watching out for a massive catastrophe. Indeed, he argues, a slow decline is more difficult to manage than a fast one, because in the latter case the people might at least remember what things were like in the Before Times, whereas in "a long decline ending in a dark age... much of the technology, knowledge and cultural heritage of today is at risk of being lost" [ch. 5, sec. 2].

Greer's charge, therefore, is twofold: first to "deal with the immediate impacts of the crisis of industrial civilization," and second to "preserve the useful legacies of the modern world for generations to come" [ch. 5, sec. 7].

Weed's Seed and Feed (formerly Greer's)

For making predictions, Greer turns to ecological succession as a model—the natural process by which an ecosystem adapts to an environmental shock. He gives a simple example:


Imagine, then, an area of bare bulldozed soil... seeds blown in by the wind will send up a first crop of invasive weeds. Those will ready the ground for other weeds and grasses, which will eventually choke out the first-comers. After a few years, shrubs and pioneer trees will spout, becoming anchor species for a young woodland, which will shade out the last of the weeds and the grass. In the shade of the pioneer trees, saplings of other species will find homes... [T]he abandoned lot will pass through as many as a dozen distinct stages before it finally settles down as an old growth forest a few centuries in the future. [ch. 2, sec. 2]



These stages are called seres (or seral stages). They begin with a predominance of r-selected organisms (optimizing for rapid growth and control over resources, even at the cost of efficiency), but these are gradually outcompeted by more K-selected successors (slower-growing, but more efficient). The last sere is a so-called "climax community" which is well-adapted to long-term stability (at least until the next shock comes along).

Importantly, in Greer's model, the shock is not in our future, but in our past—the initial discovery of fossil fuels. We today are thus the invasive weeds of the first sere, using energy with massive inefficiency in the name of rapid growth. But when cheap energy subsides, we will then move to the next set of seres, which Greer collectively terms the deindustrial age.

What will this transition be like? It will not be pleasant, to put it mildly. Greer gives another example, which I found insightful because I had not previously understood why a reversal of growth might be so concerning. Surely we can simply go back to living the way our ancestors did?


Imagine how the lives of field mice would be transformed if a truck full of grain overturned on the nearby freeway and spilled its load in their meadow. The mice suddenly have more energy than they can use and their population soars far beyond the meadow's carrying capacity. As the number of mice in the meadow grows, though, the rate at which the grain is consumed also rises, until the grain begins to run short. At this point nothing the mice can do will spare them from dieoff; most of the mice will starve, and the survivors' struggle to keep themselves fed may damage the meadow badly enough to decrease its carrying capacity over the long term. Years later, the meadow may still not support as many mice as it did the day before the truck overturned. [ch. 1, sec. 1]



In other words, a short bout of prosperity may actually leave those who come after worse off than if it had never happened (a recurring theme throughout the book). For this and other reasons, we should not expect the deindustrial age to resemble a time-reversed replay of the past; it will be an altogether different sort of world.

Greer enumerates the following seres:


	
The industrial age


	You are now here





	
Scarcity industrialism



	
Salvage society



	
The ecotechnic age





Peak oil will mark the beginning of scarcity industrialism; and this transition, though not pinpointable to a single moment, is something that will supposedly be noticeable within our lifetimes. Already, says Greer, "the American political debate has begun to shift slowly from the maintenance of empire to the raw necessities of national survival" [ch. 4, sec. 3]. The age of scarcity will put an end to frivolous energy expenditures—tourism being the first casualty, he says, and later our globalized, specialized economy where goods are shipped long distances from producer to consumer. Population densities may actually increase in certain areas as transportation costs rise and people need to live closer to where they work and shop.

As an aside, it is interesting to look back on this last prediction in light of the newfound popularity of remote work—while Greer foresees that the deindustrial age will spell the demise of the internet as we know it, it seems to be in no danger at this early stage. Whatever may be the energy costs of maintaining high-speed telecommunications, I expect it will still be cheaper than daily commuting, well into the age of scarcity.

This age will also bring political turmoil—some nations may survive, and others may not. Greer refrains from outright predicting the collapse of the United States, but gives it a greater risk than that of smaller or less powerful countries, due to how America has wedded itself to the expectation of perpetual growth.

As fossil fuel reserves peter out, we will move into the salvage society. Salvage becomes a way of life when, due to the cost of energy, it becomes cheaper to reuse existing products and materials rather than making them from scratch. The energy thus saved is what Greer (citing H.T. Odum) calls "emergy," short for "embodied energy," namely the energy that was put into the creation of some object. For example, metals take a great deal of energy to mine and refine, and so it may make more sense to "mine" the ruins of old buildings than to dig ore out of the ground. Not just raw materials, but other products of technology, such as machinery, computers, and hydroelectric plants, will continue to be used as long as possible, long after our ability to maintain or manufacture them has vanished.

To this I would only add that the definition of emergy is somewhat slippery in that it depends on the context of the surrounding civilization. For example, photovoltaic cells—which are conspicuously unmentioned in the later section on home improvements—take a certain amount of energy on the margin to produce, although most manufacturers claim that the power they generate over their lifetime makes up for that many times over. But suppose you are transported back to 4000 BC and tasked with creating the world's first solar panel. You will surely find the energy cost much greater.

Only when the reserves of salvageable goods are themselves depleted will we at last come to the ecotechnic age. This is the "climax community" of the succession—by no means a utopia, but a sere wherein energy efficiency is maximized. "In a world where the available energy resources are sun, wind, water, muscle and biomass, and all work must be accomplished by those means, societies that evolve efficient and sustainable technologies using those resources have major advantages against rival societies that use them unsustainably" [ch. 2, sec. 5]. Greer emphasizes that this will nevertheless still be a technic society, not a simple reversion to medieval feudalism, hunting-gathering, or some other pre-technic mode of living. Because our present industrial age is the first technic age we have seen, we may harbor the illusion that any society that uses technology must necessarily resemble our own; but this is not the case.

Greer uses this outline of three deindustrial seres—scarcity, salvage, and ecotechnic—to frame his advice for the future. The most important thing he cautions against is prematurely preparing for the salvage or ecotechnic age right now, even though scarcity is more pressing. Each sere will have different strategies optimized for it, and to plan for the wrong one would be a mistake.

But he also acknowledges that the succession of seres might not take place in the same way, or at the same time, throughout the world. The industrialized West may see things play out in the way described above, but the poorer parts of the world may enter the age of scarcity sooner, or skip directly to salvage.

My new D&D campaign setting

The most fun part of this book is where Greer indulges in future worldbuilding. This is certainly what hooked me in; but the reader should approach this section with self-awareness, since entertainment and truth value are often at cross-purposes. That I find Greer's setting compelling perhaps says as much about me as about its reality.

The first theme of the near future is depopulation. As mentioned with the example of the field mice and their grain, the decline in energy availability will constrain the human population in an obvious physical way, as well as that "the barriers that prevented pandemics will likely fail" [ch. 3, sec. 2]. But the decline will also have ripple effects in the culture at large, leading to an increase in "alcoholism, drug abuse, violence and suicide" [ch. 3, sec. 3]—to wit, deaths of despair. We see this already in post-Soviet Russia, and certain parts of the U.S. "[W]hole regions of the American West are depopulating right now.... Sprawling Sun Belt cities with little water and no resources will shrivel and die as the energy that keeps them going sputters and goes out..." [ibid.], while "Rust Belt towns struggling for survival today will likely find a new lease on life when adequate rain, workable soil and access to waterborne transport become the key to prosperity..." [ibid.].

The second theme is migration. Here he cites the post-Roman "völkerwanderung," a period when "whole nations took to the road" [ch. 3, sec. 4]. There are already plenty of people around the world who want to move, but are prevented from doing so by the present political order; when that breaks down, migration will begin with a vengeance. Taking another shot at the American West, Greer provocatively characterizes the influx of Mexican immigrants to the region as "the failure of the American settlement of the West.... Like the Mongol conquest of Russia or the Arab conquest of Spain, the American conquest of the West is proving to be temporary, and as the wave of American settlement recedes, the vacuum is being filled by the nearest society with the population and cultural vitality to take its place" [ibid.]. The same, he says, is true of the Chinese in the Russian Far East (which I am not sure holds up today, as China faces depopulation of its own). Meanwhile, Japan will become unable to support its huge and dense population, and with nowhere else to go, the Japanese will take to the seas and wander across the Pacific.

The third theme is disintegration. As far-flung travel and communication become harder, so too will the maintenance of any kind of political or cultural unity across large areas. America, he says, will be hit particularly hard, not only because of the past scrapping of its railways and canals in favor of highways, but also because of the artificiality of present American "culture," which is really just an outgrowth of consumerism that has displaced whatever authentic American culture may once have existed:


[A] people that has come to see itself as a passive consumer of culture, rather than its active maker and transmitter, may have very few options left when the supply of manufactured culture runs out.... We are already seeing people in contemporary American society turn to any imaginable resource in the search for some group identity less transient than the whims of marketers. [ch. 3, sec. 5]

Right now the manufacture of mass culture imposes a thin shell of cultural similarity across English-speaking North America, but even that is under strain as subcultures use the decentralizing power of today's communications and move more boldly in their own directions. [ch. 3, sec. 2]



How can we square this observation with the re-centralization of media we have seen over the last decade? This book came out during a time when you could find a dedicated forum or blog for the most niche of interests, but now we are left with just Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. On the other hand, if you are plugged into today's subcultures, you might get the sense—reinforcing Greer—that they are now so alienated from the wider culture that they do not even bother appearing in public any more.

The D&D quests write themselves, when "[w]arlords of the future may well claim the title of President of the United States..." [ibid.] (a favorite trope of post-apocalyptic stories, I might add), and "there may be long centuries ahead when the only news about the doings of other lands will take the form of traveler's stories and tall tales in seaport bars" [ch. 3, sec. 7]. Now, this latter point may be going too far, because, as Greer explains later, long-distance communication will likely persist into the ecotechnic age, albeit at a lower bandwidth than modern Netflix streaming, since its energy requirements are not that great. But it is true that an empire cannot be held by tweets alone.

The last theme is environmental change. Greer views climate change as a fait accompli, not even worth fighting, but he considers the IPCC predictions overblown for assuming unfettered growth and not accounting for peak oil. The world will be warmer and wetter, "climate belts will shift poleward," and "coastal regions within fifty feet or so of sea level will drown beneath rising seas" [ch. 3, sec 6]—all key considerations when buying real estate. Additionally, future societies will need to deal with ecosystem change due to the spread and extinction of species—farms and forests may never again be the same.

Again, Greer repeatedly stresses that while the coming decline will be gradual, we will nonetheless see its impact on our own lives, if we are paying attention. Such is the world we should come to expect:


To volatile energy prices and wrenching economic change, add the breakdown of public health and the likelihood that the end of the American empire will result in wars as bloody as those that followed the decline of every other empire in history, and the result is a recipe for massive change. [ch. 3, sec. 7]

We will all be attending more funerals than most of us do nowadays, and our appearance as the guest of honor at one of them will likely come sooner than we expect. Most of us will learn what it means to go hungry, to work at many jobs, to watch paper wealth become worthless and to see established institutions go to pieces around us. [ibid.]



Appropriate homes and gardens

Now we come to the practical tips. Greer defines four criteria by which to assess the viability of any strategy: First it should be scalable, able to work on a small or large scale and not requiring society-wide buy-in; second it should be resilient, suitable to a variety of conditions; third it should be modular, separable into replaceable components; and fourth it should be open, not requiring ideological conformity.

Food

For Greer, organic and local farming is no mere luxury for health nuts, but a necessity for the deindustrial age. He points out how modern agriculture is embedded in the industrial system: first, that many of the fertilizers and pesticides used are produced either directly from fossil fuels or by means of their energy; and second, that cheap transportation is what enables such extreme specialization, both in that we have vast swathes of remote land devoted solely to agriculture, and that these farms produce only a handful of crops and rely on faraway imports for the rest.

According to Greer, as we move into the age of scarcity, the business interests behind large industrial agriculture will likely prevail upon the government to keep propping up their enterprise long after they "should" have failed, but in the near term the facts on the ground will come to resemble the role of gray-market farms in Soviet Russia, "with vast industrial farms that had become almost irrelevant to the national food supply and an underground economy of backyard market gardens that produced most of the food people actually ate" [ch. 6, sec. 2]. Since we as individuals may be powerless to change these political realities, the best we can do is to start setting up the gray-market now.

These sorts of farms should orient themselves around simple, low-tech tools (none of that big-city nonsense like hydroponics) and reduced usage of fossil fuels. In some places, farmers might want to switch out their tractors for good old-fashioned draft animals; in others, mechanized equipment may still be useful if the farm can devote some of its land to growing biofuels. Greer calculates that machines are more efficient than animals in terms of the amount of land needed for their upkeep, but against that we should also weigh the cost of producing and maintaining them, which will increase as the age of salvage begins.

Greer does not mention genetically-modified organisms, so I will at least raise the topic here. For one, the new strains of crops that enabled the Green Revolution are unlikely to go away anytime soon, even if the means for making them anew may be lost. Second, it is not even clear that we will indeed lose these capabilities. As far as I can tell, creating new GMOs (via CRISPR and the like) does not actually require that much energy; it can be done with a fairly low-tech setup as long as you know exactly what you are doing. Now perhaps the survival of this knowledge is itself a dicey proposition, but there may be a significant incentive to preserve it, in that through genetic engineering one can more quickly make plants and animals better-adapted to a rapidly changing environment than through the long and arduous process of selective breeding.

Nowadays you can find organic and local produce—prominently labeled as such—at any upscale urban grocery store, despite the fact that Greer's foreseen economic constraints have not yet arrived. Why are shoppers so willing to pay a premium even now? One suspects that "organic and local" has become something of an applause-light in our time. There is an unavoidably moralistic tone to its appeal, a combination of Jonathan Haidt's sanctity/degradation axis, plus the halo effect whereby something that is good for the planet must also be good for your health and for your palate. Charitably, we might suppose that this "bias" is in fact a valid heuristic, in that we should not expect evolution to have well-equipped us for ingesting substances that did not exist before the last hundred years, nor should we presume that our engineering can do better. (Greer does touch on this suite of ideas with his concept of "ecosophy," discussed later.)

Indeed, Greer labels detractors with an opposite bias, namely biophobia: "a pathological fear of the realities of biological life, coupled with an obsessive fascination with the sterile, the mechanical and the lifeless" [ch. 6, sec. 4]. If you bristle at the accusation, consider one of Greer's proposed replacements for artificial fertilizer: human feces! Lovingly dubbed "humanure," this abundant resource is rich in nutrients and has been used by farmers for thousands of years. Any harmful bacteria that may be present are quickly eliminated in the "fiercely Darwinian" [ibid.] environment of the compost pile. Are you sold yet? This closure of the circle of life has a certain charm to it, though perhaps the Whole Foods marketing department would disagree.

Incidentally, according to some brief Wikipedia research, the main concern about humanure is not bacteria, but the eggs of parasitic helminths, which survive for much longer and bedevil many efforts to set up human composting in the developing world. But we in the industrialized world may have overshot the mark to the other side, where "many currently widespread illnesses may be caused by excessive cleanliness" [ibid.]. Greer here is alluding to the "hygiene hypothesis" which blames the rise of autoimmune disorders (food allergies, most saliently) on the lack of pathogens towards which the human immune system may direct its energies. And, as it turns out, the intentional introduction of helminths into the body is a promising avenue for treating such disorders. The humanurists may yet have their day.

Less provocatively, Greer discusses other methods of composting, such as the familiar recycling of food scraps, sheet mulching (spreading dead leaves or other matter in a thin layer and letting it rot), and green manure ("planting a cover crop of clover or some other nitrogen-fixing plant in the fall, letting it grow all winter, and then turning it under in the spring" [ch. 6, sec. 5]). The material benefit of all of this reuse of waste is in lessening one's reliance on artificial fertilizers and moving towards a more K-selected lifestyle, but Greer also ventures to wax lyrical about its virtues:


The contrast between the monumental absurdity of industrial society's linear transformation of resource to waste, on the one hand, and the elegant cycle of resource to resource manifested in the humble compost bin on the other, makes it hard to avoid challenging questions about the nature of human existence, the shape of history, the meaning of the cycles of life and death and the relation of humanity to the source of its existence, however that may be defined. [ch. 6, sec. 3]



Now, while you and I may be moved to awe by great works of art, or the sight of the Milky Way, for Greer it is the heap of trash in his backyard that does it. Truly the comic hero we need!

Housing

Homes will need improvement in two ways: first, to become a great deal more energy-efficient, relying less on grid resources; and second, to become a place for production, not just consumption.

While Greer's vision of homes and neighborhoods in the ecotechnic age is markedly different from the way most Americans live at present—"the detached single-family house will likely become a great deal less common than it is today" [ch. 7, sec. 1]—he acknowledges that this is a far-off fantasy, and most people will need to focus on retrofitting their existing homes. The easiest win is adding better insulation, and simply being content to wear sweaters or shorts rather than trying to maintain a constant indoor climate year-round. Another possible improvement is passive solar heating, such as space heating (he does not elaborate on how this would work, but I imagine it involves leveraging the greenhouse effect) and water heating (not mediated by electricity, but rather working by direct application of sunlight to water; even if this cannot supply all of the home's needs, it can at least supplement the powered heater and save energy that way).

Nonetheless, if you are in a position to build a new home, a focus on efficiency may well be worth the investment. Some of the more elaborate measures that Greer suggests are: building houses out of cob (a mixture of clay and straw, an easily-produced material with good insulation properties), solar greenhouses for growing food, composting toilets, wood stoves (being so scrupulous as to require that the wood itself be grown sustainably, that is by coppicing) and on-site energy production via wind turbines and "micro-hydro" (hydroelectricity built on a small stream or river). Again, Greer conspicuously does not mention solar panels here, likely because their production relies upon an industrial infrastructure that is itself in jeopardy, as mentioned in section 3 above.

Additionally, Greer expects the household economy to gain new life as the loss of automation and cheap shipping make at-home production a necessity. A direct implication is therefore that homes should be built with space for such activities. (Our COVID-era work-from-home setups are likely not what Greer has in mind—remote work is another luxury of industrialism.) Greer now goes on a long tangent about his homemade raspberry jam, made with organically-grown raspberries purchased from a farmer's market within walking distance of home: "Our homemade jam costs us only about two-thirds as much as a commercial jam made of the same ingredients," but "in terms of its impact on the gross domestic product... our homemade jam is an economic disaster" [ch. 7, sec. 4].

This then leads into a whole discourse about market versus non-market economics; how our society's obsession with numbers and profits (in a word, legibility) has led to a devaluation of all economic activity that does not involve money changing hands; and how this devaluation has taken root in the second-wave feminism that tells women their work is meaningless unless it gets them a paycheck. As so often happens, says Greer, a movement that set out for justice and liberation has been co-opted by the forces of industrial capitalism—"the market is America's pinup girl" [ch. 7, sec. 5]. He seeks to deflect accusations of sexism by mentioning that the gender roles are flipped in his own marriage—it is he that does the housework while his wife makes the money—but that however much flak he may get for this arrangement is much less than that heaped upon women who do the same.

Skills

Greer now revisits the theme raised earlier with the example of the mice and the grain—of how prosperity can lead to poverty in the long run. The problem here is the so-called curse of specialization: when far-reaching transport networks and economies of scale induce a person or community to become hyper-specialized in producing just a handful of products, they risk losing the generalist skills that they will once again need.

Accordingly, we today should keep practicing these currently-useless skills in order to keep the know-how alive (since, as Greer will later explain, knowledge stored in books—or, still less, YouTube tutorials—will not survive without active practice). Those who do so can be in a better position to prosper in the times ahead. What sorts of skills are these?

First, from the age of scarcity onward, it will no longer make sense to simply discard and replace broken items; we will need to learn how to repair them, or at least salvage their parts, and to do so with simple hand tools that are themselves easy to make and repair.

Second—and Greer devotes the bulk of this section to this—we should learn how to use "trailing-edge" technology, i.e. technology that was widely used before energy became so cheap. Examples of these include pedal-powered sewing machines, Civil War-era black powder firearms, vacuum tube computers (Greer refers to Pete Friedrichs's Instruments of Amplification as a guide for those interested in building such machines), and shortwave radios (all, again, maintained by hand tools).

The radio gets special emphasis, since the continuation of instantaneous messaging is one of the important ways in which Greer's ecotechnic age will differ from any pre-technic society. He writes glowingly of today's community of amateur radio operators, with their "decentralized web of self-supporting and self-managing stations, sharing common technical standards and operating procedures" and "lively internal subculture to encourage technical skill and practical expertise in new members and to foster the sort of camaraderie that helps keep a far-flung technical network operating through difficult times" [ch. 8, sec. 5]. Since the modern internet with its massive server farms and high-bandwidth channels will be an early casualty of deindustrialization, maintaining this radio network will become essential for people to stay in touch over long distances.

The third kind of skill is simply the sorts of labor and handicrafts for which we presently rely on machines. Greer says "in the United States today, the amount of energy used each year works out to around 1,000 megajoules per capita, or the rough equivalent of 100 human laborers working 24-hour days for each man, woman and child in the country" [ch. 8, sec. 2]—and the depletion of fossil fuels will be akin to all of these "laborers" vanishing, leaving much more manual labor that will need to be done by the people of the future. Without computers, routine clerical work such as accounting and filing will again need to be done by hand. And knowing how to make luxury goods like soap and alcoholic beverages will be highly in demand—the latter "even (in fact, especially) in the most difficult of times" [ch. 8, sec. 3].

Last is a set of skills which Greer calls the "ecotechnic trades." There is not much to say about these, because we have not collectively figured them out yet. These are "trades that work at the interface between human society and the natural world" [ibid.], using knowledge of ecology to solve environmental problems in a less "brute force" and energy-extravagant way. He gives the examples of "solving flood problems with plantings and swales that absorb runoff" and "curing insect infestations by making the local habitat less inviting to pests and more attractive to predators" [ibid.]. Greer sees this whole family of trades as a significant area for growth.

The friends we made along the way

At this point I note that much of the advice so far aligns closely with that of classic preppers and DIYers, even those for whom Greer's peak oil story is not even on the radar. One might find common cause with Greer if one anticipates supply-chain disruptions in faraway China, or civil disorder at home, or extreme weather made worse by inept government response, or a Wall Street bank collapse that spirals into a new Great Depression. Or you might grow your own food for fear of the latest cocktail of chemicals being pumped into industrial farms, give birth at home rather than risk the horrors of the modern hospital, or dust off your old Polaroid camera because you can no longer find a digital one without a built-in NSA uplink.

While these scenarios superficially resemble Greer's in supposing a breakdown in one's ability to rely upon centralized institutions, the underlying narrative is different—in literary terms, the conflict is man-versus-man as opposed to Greer's man-versus-nature. The classic prepper's approach therefore takes on an unavoidably political character—that one will pay any price, suffer any inconvenience, so long as one can be rid of all these evil/greedy/stupid people. Greer by contrast, while no wide-eyed preacher of the universal brotherhood of man, does not see the tribes of today as particularly relevant to the coming struggles. His advice on the subject of community may therefore seem odd or naïve to those of that bent.

He begins by criticizing the idea of "lifeboat ecovillages," which are proposals to move 5,000 to 10,000 people to an undeveloped countryside to build the ideal village of the future, where everything is produced locally and nobody needs a car (and all the children are above-average). This flagrantly violates Greer's principles for sensible preparations—it is optimized for the ecotechnic age, which is still centuries away; it is unscalable and unmodular in the extreme, since it would cost nearly a billion dollars to set up even one such village; and it is not ideologically open, since it requires everyone to uproot their lives and devote themselves single-mindedly to the project.

For my own part, I have never heard anybody advocating for such a thing, though perhaps it was more common a few decades ago. If I were starting a village from scratch, I would regard even 100 recruits as a smashing success. Furthermore, remote work is again a game-changer; it may make it an easier sell for those not ideologically bought in.

Either way, however, Greer identifies at least one problem with such arrangements, namely defense—a small isolated village would be a sitting duck for roving gangs of bandits. It would be better all around, he says, to adopt the ancient city-state model—find a smallish city (population 20,000 – 200,000) with surrounding fertile land, which will be much easier to defend collectively, as well as having the ability to produce a variety of goods locally. The worst places to live are cities that are so massive as to have crowded out all nearby farmland (Manhattan, Chicago) or situated in the middle of the desert (Phoenix, Las Vegas); the best are places where the climate is favorable to agriculture ("east of the Mississippi and west of the Cascade and Sierra crests" [ch. 10, sec. 3]). It is within these already-existing cities that Greer wishes to build the resilience and the capacity to weather the coming storm.

Similarly, Greer defends representative democracy against those who would replace it with some radical new scheme: "The caution, compromise and room for necessary change that run through the American and Canadian constitutions and their equivalents elsewhere are there because their creators knew the power of political passions and the fallibility of institutions" [ch. 10, sec. 4]. This is in keeping with Greer's ethos of trial-and-error and skepticism of grand centralized plans—although one might object that the alien wearing the skinsuit of today's American republic is hardly any friend of experimentation and compromise. On the other hand, as Greer points out, the age of scarcity will itself put an end to the current level of top-down planning; for all that commentators may demean the Constitution as a relic of the bygone world of yeoman farmers and horse-and-buggy travel, the future may well end up looking like 1789 in those respects.

At the core, Greer wants us to make our peace with the communities we already have, rather than imagining we can strike out on our own with our cult followers, or use our newfound local autonomy to finally run the outgroup out of town. Again, his solution may seem intolerable to the more conflict-oriented—what good is a well-defended city if the enemy is within the gates?

Greer thinks this tendency is short-sighted: "it is common in many circles that speak of community in reverent tones... to neglect the actual communities in which they live, on the grounds that the towns and neighborhoods most Americans inhabit are not 'real communities'" [ch. 10, sec. 1]. Many such people, he says, are the children or grandchildren of a generation that specifically fled the oppressive environment of small towns; and they themselves, were they to move back there, would soon miss the anonymity and freedom of the city.

I think in this regard there may be a cultural or generational divide between Greer and his readers. Greer writes fondly of his engagement with the local community, from his ongoing relationship with the raspberry grower mentioned previously, to the "Master Conserver" seminars he tells of attending in the '70s—and of which he urgently hopes for a revival—for training laypeople in how to save energy and how to teach others to do the same. But is there anyone among urban Millennials-or-younger who would trust their neighbors or their local government to look out for them in a time of crisis?

Now, in some extremes, the blame lies at home—think of the caricatured Twitter addict who spends their days outraged at the latest national culture-war atrocity while neglecting ever to say hello to the neighbors—but at the same time, the facts on the ground give a real sense of the hollowing out of American civic life. Do any institutions in the modern American city truly embrace the whole community, rather than defining themselves in opposition to one outgroup or another?

It is perhaps another analogue, in a certain abstract way, to Greer's field mice, where an erstwhile outpouring of altruism and idealism has been ruthlessly strip-mined in an increasingly frantic scramble for social clout among an overextended cohort who were promised a cause to fight for but found only products to consume, leaving a cultural landscape more barren with cynicism and selfishness than anything before. All social life then becomes a minefield where you are always one step away from learning that your interlocutor hates you and wants you dead. Where does one go to find friends in such a world, let alone allies? There is no easy answer.

Hagia Ecosophia

We may nonetheless think that there are things worth preserving in today's culture, and yet, Greer says, this is a formidable problem. Books will fade and crumble away, to say nothing of digital media, much of which is already unreadable after only a few decades. Rather, experience has shown that cultural heritage can only be preserved over the long term by an active ongoing effort of generation after generation who have some reason to think it worthwhile.

But Greer is pessimistic that our society is in any way up to that task. Having earlier expressed his low opinion of modern mass-manufactured culture (see section 5 above), he now goes into the point further, citing Arnold Toynbee's A Study of History, on culture in times of decline. Toynbee observes that there is always a "dominant minority" of culture-makers whom the rest of society follows. But "a civilization enters decline, in turn, when its dominant minority loses the ability to inspire and settles for the power to coerce" [ch. 11, sec. 2]. This, says Greer, may explain the "revolt of many working-class Americans against the concept of culture altogether" [ch. 11, sec. 1]. Additionally, "today's faith in progress devalues the legacy of the past" [ch. 11, sec. 2]. Overall, the implication is: if hardly anybody today cares about preserving our culture, what chance is there that the people of the future will either?

Greer does not offer much in the way of solutions here, thinking it a lost cause, but focuses mainly on debunking proposals one by one, and predicting in vague terms how it will turn out.

First, it is common to look to religion as a bearer of culture. Greer gives Judaism, Christianity, and Islam each their due credit for giving their followers a transcendent motivation to preserve the works of antiquity. This is crucial, since copying manuscripts or performing rituals often serves no immediate needs and will be among the first things to fall by the wayside in times of material hardship, unless there is some supramundane impulsion to keep them going.

But Greer does not think any current religious movement will serve this role. He sees in America a religious landscape divided into two camps, one on the Left that simply parrots the values and worldview of the upper class and has no cultural power of its own, and another on the Right that promotes fundamentalist values but is constantly being co-opted by amoral grifters eager for a taste of mainstream acceptance. Because (again citing Toynbee) "the fading years of a civilization form a seedbed for new religious movements" [ch. 11, sec. 5], Greer thinks it possible that the great religions of the deindustrial age do not yet exist, or exist now only as unknown cults with many more centuries of obscurity ahead. (He leaves it at that, but I note in this connection that Greer is the former Grand Archdruid of the Ancient Order of Druids in America).

What about scientific knowledge? There is not much chance that today's large research institutions with their rockets and supercomputers and particle accelerators will survive long into the age of scarcity. But certainly there are many today who view modern science as the crowning achievement of our civilization, worth passing on even if all else is forgotten, even verging upon "scientism" whereby people "make science carry their cravings for transcendence" [ch. 12, sec. 2].

Could this be the otherworldly motive we need? Greer thinks not. First, he does not think science-worship is likely to last, since it is bound up with the religion-of-progress mentioned earlier, and when people lose hope that science will bring immortality or interstellar travel, they will accordingly lose interest in it.

Second, the idea of compiling a gigantic "bible-of-science," listing all scientific information we wish to bequeath to the future (Greer refers to James Lovelock's proposal to this effect), is at its core inimical to the very nature of science. Science is a process, not a product, and if there is anything worth preserving in it, it is the scientific method itself, not any particular piece of knowledge. Indeed, Greer believes that Lovelock's bible would in the end become a hindrance to scientific progress, since it would teach people that the way to truth lies in old books, rather than in experiment and observation.

Therefore, according to Greer, what will remain is the kind of science that has immediate practical use in the deindustrial age. Farmers will need to learn how to manage ecosystems and recycle waste, the aforementioned amateur radio operators will need to study the dynamics of the upper atmosphere, and so forth. Furthermore, the overall attitude towards science will be reshaped accordingly, away from our fetishization of numbers and spherical-cow-in-a-vacuum models (and the accompanying view that knowledge gained in such a way is the only knowledge worth having), and towards a humbler, more holistic view that takes ecology as its paradigm. Greer calls this way of thinking ecosophy.

You may already have come across ecosophy in the wild, though perhaps not by that name: think of black swans, antifragility, Chesterton's fence, "lindy," Goodhart's Law, iatrogenesis, ancestral environment, the seen versus the unseen. While Greer does not go into that level of detail, I think all of these concepts would fit his label, all being based on looking at a subject as a complex, organic whole and acknowledging the difficulty in engineering its behavior.

But Greer may go too far in supposing that all modern science—what we may, antiparallel to Greer, call astrosophy, science conceived in the paradigm of astronomy—will give way to ecosophy. The scientific revolution long predates the industrial, culminating with Newton's Principia (1687), and the astrosophers' obsession with equations arose from that period; it is not some recent phenomenon. Indeed, for the triumph of precision and quantitative methods, there could be no better proving ground than the literal study of spheres moving in a vacuum. And there is no denying that astronomy will continue to be useful—taking astrosophic thinking along for the ride—in a time when an almanac of lunar distances and Jovian eclipses will once again be every sailor's dearest friend.

Conclusion

So, have you filled out your character sheet yet? Are you the radio operator, transcribing the output of your bespoke electromechanical calculator to complete a Diffie-Hellman handshake with your counterpart across the steppe? The warrior, charging forth upon your trusty steed in defense of your city-state, bow slung over one shoulder and homemade musket over the other? Or the organic farmer, passing on to your children your forebears' folk wisdom of Mendelian ratios and linkage disequilibria as you all harvest your hard-won bounty, together under the clearest of blue skies...?

My main criticism of this book is that, in all points concerning the future of technology, Greer is heavy on the psychology and light on the science. It is not enough to say "[t]here are plenty of claims nowadays that the universe is obliged to give us another vast windfall of cheap abundant energy... but these are statements of faith, not of fact" [ch. 8, sec. 2]; we must examine the latest advances in fusion reactors and consider what obstacles remain. We cannot simply write off the Extropians as yet another religious revival movement; we must get into the weeds with the cutting edge of AI research.

The problem with psychologizing is that it cuts both ways. I could just as well portray Greer as the one whose thinking is wishful, despite his insistence that the coming decline will be a messy and unpleasant affair for all involved. It is easy for me to make this argument, because I am on his side—I found myself rooting for Greer's predictions the whole way through. It is not that this book offers a utopia, but rather that it promises relief from a dystopia that otherwise seems inevitable.

In Greer's story The Next Ten Billion Years, linked above, he imagines that humanity will fade into the dust and eventually be succeeded by another sentient species, and another, and so on until the reddening sun swallows the planet. While the thought that the offspring of today's raccoons and ravens may someday build their own civilizations is perhaps fanciful, I think this picture of humanity's end—not with a bang, but with a whimper—is an accurate window into Greer's world. He brooks no fantasies of galactic conquest or of super-AI (paperclip-maximizing or otherwise), and seems to have made his peace with that.

But it is a tough pill to swallow. Atheist philosopher Bertrand Russell wrote in 1903, not having heard the good news of our Lord and Singularity:


that all the labours of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man's achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the débris of a universe in ruins... Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul's habitation henceforth be safely built. [source]



Russell, like me and unlike our Archdruid, is still fundamentally Abrahamic in outlook, to say, albeit by omission, that we on this earth are mere pilgrims and sojourners, whose true home lies in the kingdom of heaven, the olam haba. As such, for all my sympathies with Greer, my transhumanist priors are still too strong for me to follow him to the dusty end. I hang onto a hope, thin but still abiding, that even in the ecotechnic age some may yet reach for eternity, with a thousand more years of wisdom to guide them.

That, indeed, is the best world of which I can still dream. If I may dissent from transhumanist orthodoxy—though I think many here will join me in this—it is to say that the humanity of today is not yet morally or philosophically ready to entrench its values into the cosmos for all the rest of time. That the Singularity may come within my own lifetime troubles me deeply. I have seen what passes for "morality" among our tech-elite and the hangers-on who do their dirty work, and I shudder at the first rumblings of their robotic boots stamping forever upon the face of mankind. To ask them—or for that matter anyone alive today, bleary-eyed as we are amidst our wild orgy of modernity and all the attendant misthinking of which Greer writes—to craft the utility function of the future lightcone is akin, writ unspeakably large, to making a drunken college freshman at a 2 a.m. rager choose his career then and there. "Please," he will protest, if he has any remaining wits about him, "let me have my hangover first!"

O egregore of mankind, O dialectic of history, O whatever be thy name, grant us a millennium or two to come to our senses. Grant that we may find concord with mother earth and fellow man before we lift our folly to heaven. Grant that we may in the fullness of time truly know for what end these sacks of flesh and bone came to be. O give us life everlasting, but not yet!






The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon by Karl Marx

A. Introduction

There once was a politician who ran for President, on a platform of restoring national greatness and helping the working class. His main opponent was quite unpopular among the lower and the lower-middle classes in particular, but nonetheless, it came as a surprise to many observers when the first-mentioned politician comfortably won the election. He ruled for some years in a somewhat unsystematic manner, often changing his ministers. A while before the end of his presidency, he made clear that he would not leave.

And finally, in December 1851, Charles Louis Napoléon Bonaparte, or just Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte or even Louis Bonaparte, carried out a coup d'état.

In May 1852, Karl Marx published a short book about this event, its background, and his interpretation: "The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon" (renamed for a later edition: "The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte").[1] In the 20th century, the book appeared to some to be the first analysis of fascism, or at least an early similar political movement. It is not always clear to me how much value there can be found in the post-war "Marxist" analyses of fascism. But maybe Marx himself had something to contribute. His economics may not be his best contribution (or, depending on the viewpoint, it may just be better to read economics by those who followed in his tradition), but maybe his sociology, his political science or his contemporary journalistic observations yield insight and have stood the test of time. To find out, the "Eighteenth Brumaire" probably is a good starting point. (For the book, see https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/18th-brumaire/index.htm; that is were the quotes from the books used in this review are from.)

Spoiler: Having read the book, it is still up to interpretation how much it is about fascism. However, the book might yield insights about coups, about political stability, about democracy, and about the worldview of Karl Marx. The book is about class, but though this book was written only four years after Marx had published the Communist Manifesto, the proletarians and the bourgeoisie are not its main characters.

Before actually diving into the book, there are three things to do. The first is to comment on the most famous quote from the book and, in this context, on the book’s writing style. If you want to become an influential intellectual, you should be quotable. Plenty of the books and essays that Karl Marx wrote contain memorable quotes. Sometimes, it seems like such a quote contains a profound insight, and you think hard about a deeper meaning, just because you don't realize that it was, basically, a joke. In the "Eighteenth Brumaire", one such quote reads: "Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages appear, so to speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce." As far as I can tell after reading the book and some contextual literature, there is no deep philosophical or "historicistic" meaning behind it. It's just a sarcastic summary of what Marx thought about Louis Napoleon, whose coup d'état in 1851 was, in Marx' eyes, a "farce" compared to the "tragedy" of his uncle Napoleon Bonaparte's coup d'état that took place on the 18 Brumaire, Year VIII of the French revolutionary calendar (by our calendar, 9 November 1799). The tragedy was the dictatorship that buried the French revolution. The farce was the dictatorship that ended the bourgeois dictatorship (in Marx’s view). Marx had privately already used this kind of comparison to compare another one of his contemporaries to Napoleon in a similar way, and in the Brumaire it seems he had a kind of admiration for Napoleon (seeing Napoleon's putsch as tragic, but Napoleon as a great personality or historic person), whereas he saw Louis Napoleon as, well, a farce.[2]

Hegel never really said what Marx put into his mouth, but Wikipedia was not yet around. Which puts us in a better position than Marx. Indeed, Wikipedia often helps when reading the Brumaire, at least if you care about the meaning of cultural references that Marx uses extensively. If you don't google every once in a while while reading the book, you may at best feel like I did when watching Family Guy – the scenes that are based on cultural references are often funny without understanding the cultural references, but sometimes you miss the entire point of the joke. (And sometimes you don't understand the joke at all and it's not funny.) In addition, the author apparently assumes some knowledge of what is happening or has happened in France, including the first French Revolution. He also describes some important events only superficially.

So the second thing to do is to give some historical background on the situation in France during the time that Marx covers, which I'll do in the next section, before then actually getting back to the book. In later parts, I'll also try to fill in the historical details that Marx neglects. However, when you try to understand this historical episode using Wikipedia, you run into trouble: The editions of Wikipedia in different languages, and even articles in the same language edition, are sometimes contradictory and, for example, several articles strongly use works by Marx and Engels as sources about the historic events. This would be problematic even if they were completely neutral sources, given that they wrote immediately during these days and had incomplete information; it is more problematic because Marx and Engels wrote from a very specific worldview and were partisans in the events. So I'll try to check in different articles and use additional sources; nonetheless, take the information with a grain of salt.

Third, a brief comment on Marx’ writing style. From today's point of view, the continuous usage of cultural references is symptomatic of a writing style that, depending on your taste, may be clever or affected (maybe a bit like the cartoons of The New Yorker), Marx’ judgements may be sassy or derisive, a “rousing polemic”[3] or chillingly arrogant and overconfident. The structure is confusing, an orientation about the timing of the events appears too late in the book and does not fully correspond to the chapter structure. Probably, today's medium for this type of text would not be a book. Marx published this book as a series of articles, nowadays it would be a series of blog posts.

B. Historical background

To understand the book, some background on events, people, and political movements that Marx mentions is necessary. A good starting point is the French Revolution of 1789. So let us start with Philippe Egalité. Granted, he is only a loosely related character, but hopefully the story of his life is interesting enough to be a good place to start.

The French revolution created some weird, and ironic, stories that could fit perfectly into a book like “A Song of Ice and Fire”; but George R. R. Martin then would also have to write about the political ideas in Westeros. One example is the story of Philippe Egalité and the House of Orléans. Louis Philippe Joseph d'Orléans, or Louis Philippe II, Duke of Orléans, was a cousin of the King of France, Louis XVI, and Premier prince du sang – that is, he would be the next in line to become King of France after the King's Sons and Grandsons. He was one of the richest men in France, a womanizer, and a naval commander who reported a victory after a battle that, in fact, did not go so well; this damaged his reputation. He was a member of the influential Jacobins, a fan of Rousseau and, accordingly, wanted to replace France's Absolutism with a constitutional monarchy. He was one of the major protagonists of the French Revolution of 1789. When the king summoned the assembly called the Estates General in 1789, composed of representatives of the three Estates – the clergy, the nobility, and the commoners – Philippe was elected and headed the liberal minority among the nobility.[4] In 1792, he changed his name to Philippe Égalité (Philippe Equality). When the National Convention, the parliament in 1792, considered the fate of Louis XVI, Philippe Egalité voted in favor of execution, shocking many. However, in the following year, Philippe Égalité's son, Louis Philippe, "who was a general in the French army, joined General Dumouriez in a plot to visit the Austrians, who were at enmity towards revolutionary France. Although there was no evidence that convicted Égalité himself of treason," he was arrested and guillotined.[5]

For the sake of chronological order, I’ll mention another important event at this point. In 1799, faced with economic,  military and political difficulties, Director (i.e., member of the executive, the French Directory) Sieyès asked Napoleon if he would be willing to carry out a coup d'état. Under the pretext of an alleged Jacobin coup, the legislature was evacuated from the city of Paris on 18 Brumaire (9 November 1799), and the putschists around Sieyès and Napoleon now demanded a constitutional change. After some commotion among the parliamentarians, soldiers cleared the hall and eventually some members of the Parliament approved the constitutional amendment. The people of Paris did not protest. Because he commanded the troops and was popular, Napoleon could virtually dictate the new constitution. He became First Consul and thus de-facto dictator. The new constitution was approved by referendum, with the new interior minister, Napoleon's brother Lucien Bonapartes, massively falsifying the result. A few years later, Napoleon became consul for life through a constitutional amendment and crowned himself emperor on December 2, 1804.[6]

Back to the story of the old royal family. When in 1814, Emperor Napoleon I. was defeated, Louis XVIII, the brother of Louis XVI, became King of France. Louis XVIII had declared that he would retain the modern administrative and judicial system that Napoleon had established, and grant amnesty to those who had supported the revolution or Napoleon. He implemented a relatively liberal constitution; however, suffrage was granted only to those who paid a certain amount of taxes, and taxes were paid by land owners, such that the electorate was restricted to extremely rich landowners. Thus, though the new constitution was more liberal than the Ancien Regime (i.e., Absolutism before the Revolution), it was not necessarily more democratic.[7] When Napoleon returned from his exile on the island of Elba, Louis XVIII had to flee. After his second defeat, Napoleon was sent much further away, to the small Atlantic island of St. Helena, and the King ruled again. The Chamber of Deputies elected in August of 1815 turned out to be reactionary: the ultra-royalists had an overwhelming majority (census suffrage and the ultra-royalists' White Terror are discussed as the reasons for that). After the King dissolved the Chamber, the new one was more moderate. However, in 1820, the number of deputies in the Chamber was increased from 258 to 430, and the additional deputies were to be elected by the wealthiest quarter of the population in each département.[8]

When Louis XVIII died in 1824, he was succeeded by his youngest brother, who became King Charles X. Charles was the leader of the ultra-royalists who wanted to return to the old ways, which meant rule by divine right instead of guaranteed civil liberties. Nonetheless, the first thing he did was to grant "the style of Royal Highness to his cousins of the House of Orléans, who had been deprived of this by Louis XVIII because of the former Duke of Orléans' role in the death of Louis XVI". Charles was not only reactionary, but also unpopular. In 1830, after failing to gather a parliamentary majority twice, the king and his ministers suspended the constitution, introduced press censorship, dissolved the parliament, and changed the electoral system (abolishing the eligibility of 75 % of voters). The opposition called for resistance. Anti-Bourbon and pro-constitution protestants gathered, riots and clashes with the police emerged, and the situation escalated when the police shut down the newspapers.[9] Charles remained uncompromising, and thus, the liberals decided that his cousin Louis-Philippe d'Orléans should be the new king. While Charles was fleeing to a safer place, Louis-Philippe met the revolutionaries' offer to become Lieutenant General of the Kingdom, basically the regent when the king is absent. Charles X abdicated in favor of his grandson, and it would have been Louis-Philippe's job to make sure that this grandson would become the new king. However, he ignored the king's demand and instead became King of the French (as opposed to the previously-used title King of France).[10]

The revolutionaries of 1830 opted for a constitutional monarchy because they thought that making France a republic would lead to conflict with the rest of Europe. Louis-Philippe was seen as a credible "Citizen King", a compromise ruler that the republicans would accept. Industrialization was taking root, and Louis-Philippe was close to the bourgeoisie. The Charter of 1830 was a new constitution, seeking compromise with the republicans' demands. For instance, it included a reestablishment of the National Guard, a citizen militia with democratic tradition, that had been dissolved by Charles X. But with opposition by republicans and radicals on the one hand and Legitimist monarchists on the other, France remained in unrest. Economic policy was pro-business, including tariffs and policies against labor organizations. The government became more authoritarian over time.[11]

In 1846/47, France slid into an economic crisis, and political unrest increased. Oppressive actions of the king’s government led to riots. The king resigned in favor of his nine-year-old grandson Philippe and fled to England. But instead of getting a new monarch, France again became a republic in February 1848.[12]

Nonetheless, the monarchist camp was strong. However, there were not only two but three monarchist groups in France. There were the Legitimists, who supported the Bourbon main line's claim to the throne and represented, in Marx' reading, the land-owning grande bourgeoisie (maybe including aristocrats); the Orléanists, who supported the Philippe-Egalité line and represented the industrial and merchant bourgeoisie; and finally, there were the Bonapartistes.

Recall that in 1815, Napoleon had been sent to exile. Nonetheless, a Bonapartiste movement emerged that wanted Bonaparte – or at least some Bonaparte – back. Napoléon’s son Franz died in 1832. The son of Napoléon's younger brother Louis, Charles Louis Napoléon Bonaparte, was a Swiss army officer. He was politically ambitious, and in 1833 he started publishing his political ideas.

In 1836, he attempted a coup, being "convinced that, if he marched to Paris, as Napoleon Bonaparte had done in 1815 during the Hundred Days" (after fleeing his first exile on Elba), "France would rise up and join him". He found a regiment in Strasbourg to support his cause. Before this mutiny could become anything relevant, the regiment was outnumbered by loyalists, and Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte fled back to Switzerland. Switzerland did not extradite him to France, as he was a Swiss soldier and citizen. In reaction, France threatened by sending soldiers to the Swiss border. Bonaparte left Switzerland, traveled to the United Kingdom and the USA (and the things that the Wikipedia article does not answer is: Why was he welcomed by the English and American elite, and why were the mutineers acquitted in France?). But he tried again. "In the summer of 1840 he bought weapons and uniforms and had proclamations printed, gathered a contingent of about sixty armed men, hired a ship ..., and on 6 August 1840, sailed across the Channel to the port of Boulogne. The attempted coup turned into an even greater fiasco than the Strasbourg mutiny. The mutineers were stopped by the customs agents, the soldiers of the garrison refused to join, the mutineers were surrounded on the beach, one was killed and the others arrested. Both the British and French press heaped ridicule on Louis-Napoleon and his plot. The newspaper Le Journal des Débats wrote, ‘this surpasses comedy. One doesn't kill crazy people, one just locks them up.’ He was put on trial, where, despite an eloquent defense of his cause, he was sentenced to life in prison in the fortress of Ham in the Somme department of Northern France."[13]

How do ideologically ambitious putschists spend their time in prison? They write. One of Louis Napoleon Bonaparte's works in prison was a book about poverty of the French working class and what to do about it. Meanwhile, fandom of his uncle Napoleon I grew in France. Louis Napoleon left the prison in disguise, friends had prepared his escape and he took a boat to England. He again seemingly had no problem getting accepted in the English society. His older brother Joseph had died in 1844, his younger brother Louis (sr.) died in 1846, so our protagonist Louis (jr.) now was the next in line.[14]

C. The first period

The events that Marx discusses in the book begin when France becomes a republic in 1848. After some general observations on – or interpretations of – revolutions and historic developments (that strongly suggest that Marx is very certain about his assessment of history and society), he begins his report about the actual events, giving an overview about the periods or "phases that the French Revolution went through from February 24, 1848, to December, 1851 ... : the February period; the period of the constitution of the republic or the Constituent National Assembly – May 1848 to May 28 1849; and the period of the constitutional republic or the Legislative National Assembly – May 28 1849 to December 2 1851." Way too late, at the end of Chapter VI, the author presents a more detailed timeline, including short summarizing titles, that I will make use of in the following.

The “February period” is the time from the abdication of Louis-Philippe (February 24) until May 4, when the Constituent Assembly convened. According to Marx, everything was "provisional" in this period; all groups who had taken part in the revolution were part of the government: "the dynastic opposition, the republican bourgeoisie, the democratic-republican petty bourgeoisie, and the social-democratic workers", and he thinks that it had to be like this because the original intention of the would-be revolutionaries had been an expansion of the franchise, in order to tear down the financial aristocracy's exclusive rule. The cooperation between different classes is something that Marx sees as unsustainable, and so his headline for the February period is "Universal-brotherhood swindle". He claims that while the Proletarians of Paris were discussing how to solve social problems, the old powers regrouped and were unexpectedly supported by the masses of the peasants and the petty bourgeoisie.

Strangely, Marx neither mentions the economic crisis into which the young republic had slided, making many workers unemployed, nor does he mention the National Workshops that were established such that people could work there to attain unemployment relief. These Workshops seemingly were so important to the workers that their later abolishment caused the June uprisings.[15]

D. The second period

The second period that Marx identifies starts on May 4, 1848, and it ends in May, 1849. He calls it "the period of the constitution, the foundation, of the bourgeois republic", and he notes that the newly-elected National Assembly "was a living protest against the pretensions of the February days and was to reduce the results of the revolution to the bourgeois scale". On May 15, 1848, there was a small uprising or attempted coup by socialists against the Assembly.[16] Marx does not write about the event in detail; he just notes that thereby the leaders of the proletarians were removed from the public scene (because they were arrested).

When discussing the second period, Marx spends surprisingly little space commenting on the 1848 June uprising of the Paris proletariat, even though he refers to it as "the most colossal event in the history of European civil wars". In Marx' reading, the new republic is necessarily bourgeois, and different from the previous monarchy; "whereas a limited section of the bourgeoisie ruled in the name of the king, the whole of the bourgeoisie will now rule in the name of the people". This bourgeoisie had decided that the demands of the Paris proletarians were "utopian nonsense, to which an end must be put. To this declaration of the Constituent National Assembly the Paris proletariat replied with the June insurrection". Or so says Marx, without describing the actual events.

The situation was that the National Workshops, a core part of the social programme of the government promising a right to work to the unemployed, had grown from 21,000 workers in March to 115,000 in May[17] and had to be subsidized by taxes on land, and thus by the rural population.[18] At some point, the National Assembly decided to close down the National Workshops, to conscript the 17- to 25-year old unmarried men working there and to send the others to construction sites far away from Paris[19] – possibly also because the National Workshops were seen as centers of radicalism.[20]

This initiated the June uprising – a revolt of the working-class districts, with barricades and heavy fighting. Military units commanded by General Cavaignac crushed the revolt, resulting in five thousand dead insurgents; additionally, "fifteen thousand were arrested, and four thousand deported."[21] In the course of the events that Marx covers in the book, the main significance of this "colossal event" is that it alienates the working class from the rest of the classes that drove the revolution three months earlier: On the side of the "bourgeois republic ... stood the aristocracy of finance, the industrial bourgeoisie, the middle class, the petty bourgeois, the army, the lumpen proletariat organized as the Mobile Guard, the intellectual lights, the clergy, and the rural population. On the side of the Paris proletariat stood none but itself." After the June uprising, the proletariat is no longer an active player, but occasionally enters into "alliances" with other classes. Marx also interprets the events as showing that the “bourgeois republic ... signifies the unlimited despotism of one class over other classes." This, however, seems a bit contradictory, after listing who stood against the proletarians. Moreover, Marx introduces the (conservative) Party of Order that had formed as a union of "all classes and parties ... against the proletarian class as the party of anarchy, of socialism, of communism." The reader might note that Marx simultaneously thinks that the "bourgeoisie" is the dictatorial class and that a social (or political) coalition is in power that, in particular, encompasses the "rural population" (that will play an important role later in the book). Also, it seems a little strange that Marx identifies "the proletarian class" with "the party of anarchy, of socialism, of communism" – is a party the same as a class? A reason for this particular confusion is that it is sometimes hard to disentangle whether Marx actually describes something or whether he expresses what he thinks others, maybe the bourgeois intellectuals, think. Finally, note that identifying the actions and demands of the rioting Paris workers with the working class as a whole requires a certain kind of partisan conviction.

With the June uprising, the sub-period ends that Marx in his later overview summarizes as "May 4 to June 25, 1848. Struggle of all classes against the proletariat. Defeat of the proletariat in the June days."

The Constituent National Assembly continued its work, and Marx now describes the following time as one in which the "pure republicans", the "republican faction of the bourgeoisie" (that is, the moderate or conservative republicans) was in power but also in disintegration. The republicans had been an accepted, official part of the previous bourgeois monarchy. Interestingly, Marx does not see "common interests" or "specific conditions of production" of this group (except that they are a "clique of republican-minded bourgeois, writers, lawyers, officers, and officials"), but ideological commonalities like nationalism and "concealed imperialism". They were against the "aristocracy of finance", favored protectionism (a shared interest with the industrial bourgeoisie) and were against Communism and Socialism (an aversion shared with all of the bourgeoisie). The pure republicans were unpopular "with the democratic petty bourgeois, and in particular with the revolutionary proletariat". The pure republicans had excluded the socialists from the Executive Committee formed after the february revolution, and Cavaignac took dictatorial powers after the June insurgency, thereby displacing the Executive Committee and thus, excluding the rival "petty-bourgeois, or democratic, republicans".

In late 1848, the constitution was finally adopted by the Constitutional National Assembly. Marx makes some weird points about its content, criticizing the principle that rights are only valid when they don't violate the rights of others or the public order. For him, such restrictions seem to be characteristic of class rule; he does not explain how the balance between different people's interests should otherwise be solved. Additionally, he points out that basically anybody can claim to act for public order when in power – a point that resurfaces during the later events of the book.

Marx then offers some clever observations on the content of the constitution by discussing the constitutional division of powers between "the Legislative Assembly on the one hand, the President on the other", and this sure is one of the valuable parts of the book.

The National Assembly has members that are elected by universal suffrage, that can be reelected, and it "enjoys legislative omnipotence, decides in the last instance on war, peace, and commercial treaties, alone possesses the right of amnesty, and, by its permanence, perpetually holds the front of the stage". While that seems really powerful, its counterpart, the President, holds "all the attributes of royal power, with authority to appoint and dismiss his ministers independently of the National Assembly, with all the resources of the executive power in his hands, bestowing all posts and disposing thereby in France of the livelihoods of at least a million and a half people, for so many depend on the five hundred thousand officials and officers of every rank. He has the whole of the armed forces behind him. He enjoys the privilege of pardoning individual criminals, of suspending National Guards, of discharging, with the concurrence of the Council of State, general, cantonal, and municipal councils elected by the citizens themselves. Initiative and direction are reserved to him in all treaties with foreign countries." Thus, the President has an enormous amount of personal power, many people depend on him and even when he acts against elected bodies, the constitution has given him the legitimacy to do so, again increasing his powers. Another factor skews the favors against the National Assembly: Its legislative actions take place in view of the public, whereas the president can go about his official business without being observed.

Moreover, even constitutional mechanisms to limit presidential power may have unintended consequences. In particular, the president could only be elected for one term, and the National Assembly could remove him. But these limits do not do much to restrict the power of a president while in office. Instead, it implies incentives to the president to abolish the National Assembly and the constitution, so as not to lose his office.

What kind of power does the parliament have on its side? Marx states that the constitution assigns the factual power to the President, but "it seeks to secure moral power for the National Assembly. Apart from the fact that it is impossible to create a moral power by paragraphs of law, the constitution here abrogates itself once more by having the President elected by all Frenchmen through direct suffrage. While the votes of France are split up among the seven hundred and fifty members of the National Assembly, they are here, on the contrary, concentrated on a single individual. …"; thus, the "elected National Assembly stands in a metaphysical relation, but the elected President in a personal relation, to the nation. The National Assembly, indeed, exhibits in its individual representatives the manifold aspects of the national spirit, but in the President this national spirit finds its incarnation. As against the Assembly, he possesses a sort of divine right; he is President by the grace of the people." And this seems a very valid point; a point that Julian Linz also made in a 1990 essay about presidential government[22] on which Matthew Yglesias founded his conclusion that "American democracy is doomed";[23] indeed, in a later version of the essay, Linz cites Marx' observations.[24]

The problem identified is there may be a conflict between institutions that is hard to resolve because both the president and the parliament are elected by the people and thus build on the same source of legitimacy, yet a directly elected president has a natural advantage of personal legitimacy, as he always represents a majority. But is it indeed "impossible to create a moral power by paragraphs of law"? At least, paragraphs do not seem enough; it thus seems plausible that it is essential for a stable democracy to accept the institution of parliament – though not necessarily the members of this parliament, and to see the checks and balances that a parliament provides as a kind of moral authority.

Next, Marx notes that the Republicans, which already expected their electoral decline and feared attacks on the new constitutional order from all sides, introduced high thresholds "for a revision of the constitution". It requires "three-quarters of the votes, cast in three successive debates with an entire month between each, with the added proviso that not less than five hundred members of the National Assembly must vote.” Thereby, the Republicans would ensure that they could even continue to rule as a minority, via the rules and institutions they had embedded in the constitution.

A final relevant property of the months starting with the June Uprising is that Paris was in a state of siege. Marx notes the military may grow fond of this governmental role, such that it may also get used to the thought of directly taking power.

The next important event of the "second period" are the presidential elections of December 1848, the first presidential elections of the French republic. To understand the setting, it is again necessary to review some of the background about Louis Bonaparte. (Quotes in the next paragraphs are, again, not from the book.)

When Bonaparte had heard of the French Revolution of 1848 in February, he went to Paris, but only briefly. "He did not run in the first elections for the National Assembly, held in April 1848, but three members of the Bonaparte family ... were elected..." There were by-elections on June 4[25], and he ran successfully, voted mostly by left-wing peasants and workers, and seemingly he was considered a left-wing or socialist candidate, due to his pamphlet on "The Extinction of Pauperism". However, he did not yet return, to avoid being arrested by the provisional government.[26]

Still in London, "Louis Napoleon was not connected either with the uprising, or with the brutal repression that had followed". He ran for the next National Assembly by-elections in September, where he was very successful, and returned from London.[27]

The first presidential elections of the Second Republic were scheduled for December 1848. The candidates were Louis Napoleon, General Cavaignac, Lamartine, the "leader of the provisional government; Alexandre Auguste Ledru-Rollin, the leader of the socialists; and Raspail, the leader of the far left wing of the socialists." Louis Napoleon had a platform appealing “to both the left and right. His election manifesto proclaimed his support for 'religion, family, property...'. But it also announced his intent 'to give work to those unoccupied; to look out for the old age of the workers; to introduce in industrial laws those improvements which do not ruin the rich, but which bring about the well-being of each and the prosperity of all'."[28] He had the backing of the conservatives (though not enthusiastically), and won with 74.2 % (55.6 of registered voters) of votes cast, Cavaignac received 19.7 %, the socialist Ledru-Rollin had 5 % and the other two candidates were basically irrelevant. "Louis Napoleon won the support of all segments of the population: the peasants unhappy with rising prices; unemployed workers; small businessmen who wanted prosperity and order; and intellectuals such as Victor Hugo."[29]

According to Marx, the election of December 10, 1848 was a "reaction of the peasants, who had had to pay the costs of the February Revolution, against the remaining classes of the nation; a reaction of the country against the town. It met with great approval in the army, for which the [pure republicans] had provided neither glory nor additional pay; among the big bourgeoisie, which hailed Bonaparte as a bridge to monarchy, among the proletarians and petty bourgeois, who hailed him as a scourge for Cavaignac".

(Notably, and again, Marx is inconsistent here; first, the election is a reaction of the peasants against all other classes, but then he lists several other classes who also supported Bonaparte, even contradicting the alleged country-vs-town conflict.)

The sub-period that thereby ends is later summarized as "Dictatorship of the pure bourgeois republicans. Drafting of the constitution. Proclamation of a state of siege in Paris. The bourgeois dictatorship set aside on December 10 by the election of Bonaparte as President."

Marx summarizes the sub-period that now begins (December 20, 1848, to May 28, 1849) as "Struggle of the Constituent Assembly with Bonaparte and with the party of Order in alliance with him. Passing of the Constituent Assembly. Fall of the republican bourgeoisie."

In Marx's reading, December 1848 was the beginning of the complete decline of the pure republicans. They had founded a republic for the bourgeoisie, fought the revolutionary proletarians and silenced the democratic petty bourgeoisie, but now the mass of the bourgeoisie is not republican, but monarchist. It supports the Party of Order, consisting of the legitimist large landowners, the Orleanist "aristocrats of finance and big industrialists" and others (Officers, Academics, Clerics, advocates, journalists) who are in either of those factions. The republic was the kind of state where these groups could rule together.

Marx does not write much about the election of Bonaparte (he says he has done so elsewhere). The Conservatives had formed the Party of Order during the June insurrection, uniting Legitimists (landowners) and Orléanists (industrial bourgeoisie) and a small group of Bonapartists. Bonaparte chose Odilon Barrot from this party to become prime minister. The parliament (or Constituent Assembly) had been elected earlier, and the parliamentary majority is still (600 of 880 seats according to https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1848_French_Constituent_Assembly_election) Republican.

In early January of 1849, a Party-of-Order representative proposed to dissolve the parliament to allow for new elections and now seemingly the whole conservative movement started a campaign for this proposal – including via petitions and protests all over France. The National Guard and the Military were under the command of General Changarnier, a representative of the Party of Order. When the Constituent National Assembly had to decide about its own dissolution on January 29, it found "the building where its sessions were held occupied by the military", troops were concentrated in Paris and force was threatened for the case that the Assembly would not comply. It complied. Marx notes that this basically was already a coup d'état by the royalists against the Republican National Assembly, but the royalists did not see what a precedent this might constitute – they only saw themselves in charge.

Elections were scheduled for March 19, later postponed to May 13 and 14. France was still in a state of siege, political clubs are forbidden in March; in April, the verdicts against the leaders of the May 1848 were proclaimed; moreover, the government replaced the (Republican) prefects with its own.[30]

A particular political event deserves being mentioned. The French Revolution of 1848 had not been an isolated event; similar revolutions had followed in other European countries. One result was the Roman Republic in the Papal states. On April 16, the French Constituent Assembly voted to send a military expedition to Italy. The Republicans' aim seemingly was to help the Italian Revolutionaries. Bonaparte and Barrot also supported the expedition, but with the completely different aim of supporting the pope. General Oudinot's expedition occupied Civitavecchia near Rome.[31] In May 1849, before the new elections, the Constituent National Assembly protested against this occupation. As Marx notes, Bonaparte published a congratulation letter to the general, whereby he presented himself as protector of the army – "protecting" it against the republicans' protests. The royalists seemingly did not see this public emphasis on the relationship between the president and the army as a problem; they "regarded him simply as their dupe".

With the elections in May, the second of the periods that Marx identifies is over.

C. The third period

In chapter III of the “Brumaire”, Marx starts telling the period of the constitutional, or parliamentary, republic, from the first meeting of the Legislative National Assembly on May 28, 1849, until its dispersal on December 2, 1851. The first sub-period is "May 28, 1849, to June 13, 1849. Struggle of the petty bourgeoisie with the bourgeoisie and with Bonaparte. Defeat of the petty-bourgeois democracy." Marx describes the emergence of the Social-Democratic party, the Montagne, a "coalition between petty bourgeois and workers", named after a group that was central to the original French Revolution. With the union of these classes under the roof of the Montagne (which, it seems, was previously only a petty-bourgeois party), the "revolutionary point was broken off and a democratic turn given to the social demands of the proletariat; the purely political form was stripped off the democratic claims of the petty bourgeoisie and their socialist point thrust forward". This led to an ideological change of the Montagne: "The peculiar character of social-democracy is epitomized in the fact that democratic-republican institutions are demanded as a means, not of doing away with two extremes, capital and wage labor, but of weakening their antagonism and transforming it into harmony." The Montagne's aim is the "transformation of society in a democratic way, but a transformation within the bounds of the petty bourgeoisie. Only one must not get the narrow-minded notion that the petty bourgeoisie, on principle, wishes to enforce an egoistic class interest. Rather, it believes that the special conditions of its emancipation are the general conditions within whose frame alone modern society can be saved and the class struggle avoided." So the petty-bourgeois democrats understand themselves as representatives of societal interests which are above and beyond class interests and class struggles. (A view that nowadays seems like mainstream politics, but Marx finds naive.)

Marx now describes how the Party of Order allegedly lured the Montagne into a trap. The government's war against the Roman Republic was anti-constitutional for several reasons, and had been condemned by the previous parliamentary majority. But now the Montagne has no majority, such that its bill of impeachment against Bonaparte and his ministers is useless. The Montagne leaves the parliament, and threatens with insurrection; but as the Montagne (and apparently also the National Guard) rally unarmed, they are dispersed, arrested etc. by the army. According to Marx, the party was overconfident, and it misjudged how the army would behave. Notably, the army was at war and would not react sympathetically if the Montagne would call its military campaign into question. Moreover, potential working-class supporters of the Montagne were distrustful due to memories of the 1848 Uprising, and to overcome this, "it was necessary for great common interests to be at stake. The violation of an abstract paragraph of the constitution could not provide these interests. Had not the constitution been repeatedly violated, according to the assurance of the democrats themselves? Had not the most popular journals branded it as counterrevolutionary botchwork?" So having repeatedly cried wolf in the past left the Montagne without credibility or mobilizational power.

This marks the beginning of the sub-period "June 13, 1849, to May 31, 1850. Parliamentary dictatorship of the party of Order. It completes its rule by abolishing universal suffrage, but loses the parliamentary ministry."

Now as Marx notes, the Party of Order "had effected the subordination of the constitution to the majority decisions of the National Assembly. And it understood the republic thus: that the bourgeoisie rules here in parliamentary forms, without, as in a monarchy, encountering any barrier such as the veto power of the executive or the right to dissolve parliament." Yet by "surrendering numerous deputies without further ado on the demand of the courts, it abolished its own parliamentary immunity", weakening its own position and the institution of parliament. Moreover, by "branding an insurrection for the protection of the constitutional charter an anarchic act aiming at the subversion of society, it precluded the possibility of its appealing to insurrection should the executive authority violate the constitution in relation to it", so the victory may turn against the winner.

Chapter IV starts in October 1849. (This does not start a new sub-period; it is still part of "Parliamentary dictatorship of the party of Order.") The National Assembly meets, and on November 1, Bonaparte unexpectedly dismisses the Party-of-Order government (or "Ministry") Barrot-Falloux and appointed a new ministry d'Hautpoul, without the rank of prime minister. Marx characterizes Bonapartes' motives: "He had appointed the Barrot Ministry in order to blast the republican National Assembly in the name of the party of Order; he dismissed it in order to declare his own name independent of the National Assembly of the party of Order."

In the following time, Bonaparte's behavior seems rather volatile, his "brusque message was followed by the most servile declaration of allegiance to the National Assembly. As often as the ministers dared to make a diffident attempt to introduce his personal fads as legislative proposals, they themselves seemed to carry out, against their will and compelled by their position, comical commissions whose fruitlessness they were persuaded of in advance. As often as Bonaparte blurted out his intentions behind the ministers' backs and played with his 'idees napoleoniennes,' his own ministers disavowed him from the tribune of the National Assembly. … He behaved like an unrecognized genius, whom all the world takes for a simpleton."

What, then, had Bonaparte really gained by dismissing Barrot-Falloux in November 1849? The Party of Order thereby lost control over the ministry. And that is a lot. Marx writes (in chapter IV), that with the "Barrot-Falloux Ministry ... the party of Order lost ... an indispensable position for the maintenance of the parliamentary regime, the lever of executive power. It is immediately obvious that in a country like France, where the executive power commands an army of officials numbering more than half a million individuals and therefore constantly maintains an immense mass of interests and livelihoods in the most absolute dependence; where the state enmeshes, controls, regulates, superintends, and tutors civil society from its most comprehensive manifestations of life down to its most insignificant stirrings, from its most general modes of being to the private existence of individuals; where through the most extraordinary centralization this parasitic body acquires a ubiquity, an omniscience, a capacity for accelerated mobility, and an elasticity which finds a counterpart only in the helpless dependence, the loose shapelessness of the actual body politic — it is obvious that in such a country the National Assembly forfeits all real influence when it loses command of the ministerial posts, if it does not at the same time simplify the administration of the state, reduce the army of officials as far as possible, and, finally, let civil society and public opinion create organs of their own, independent of the governmental power." But this is something that the bourgeoisie cannot do because it depends on the state, because "with the maintenance of that extensive state machine in its numerous ramifications … the material interests of the French bourgeoisie are interwoven in the closest fashion. Here it finds posts for its surplus population and makes up in the form of state salaries for what it cannot pocket in the form of profit, interest, rents, and honorariums. On the other hand, its political interests compelled it to increase daily the repressive measures and therefore the resources and the personnel of the state power, while at the same time it had to wage an uninterrupted war against public opinion and mistrustfully mutilate, cripple, the independent organs of the social movement, where it did not succeed in amputating them entirely. Thus the French bourgeoisie was compelled by its class position to annihilate, on the one hand, the vital conditions of all parliamentary power, and therefore, likewise, of its own, and to render irresistible, on the other hand, the executive power hostile to it."

Thus, explicitly, Marx is no proponent of making the state stronger and more powerful. He sees the state as repressive, and it has enormous power by making everyone depend on it. For Marx, the state is a parasitic body, and the "army of officials'' is a rent-seeking institution of the bourgeoisie.

Marx notes about the new ministry of November 1849:

"The Hautpoul Ministry contained only one man of parliamentary standing, the moneylender Fould, one of the most notorious of the high financiers. To his lot fell the Ministry of Finance. Look up the quotations on the Paris Bourse and you will find that from November 1, 1849, onward the French fonds [government securities] rise and fall with the rise and fall of Bonapartist stocks."[32]

According to Marx, the Party of Order governs in an authoritarian way, restricts liberties and depicts every discontent, every idea of a reform, every protest as "socialist". And in a way, this is justified because civil liberties now become liberties for the Socialists. Marx is a Communist and he looks down to the democratic socialists. "In this menace and this attack it rightly discerned the secret of socialism, whose import and tendency it judges more correctly than so-called socialism knows how to judge itself; the latter can, accordingly, not comprehend why the bourgeoisie callously hardens its heart against it, whether it sentimentally bewails the sufferings of mankind, or in Christian spirit prophesies the millennium and universal brotherly love, or in humanistic style twaddles about mind, education, and freedom, or in doctrinaire fashion invents a system for the conciliation and welfare of all classes."

Bonaparte now seems like a modern populist who at least knows how to keep his followers happy:

"While Bonaparte's ministry partly took the initiative in framing laws in the spirit of the party of Order, and partly even outdid that party's harshness in their execution and administration, he, on the other hand, sought by childishly silly proposals to win popularity, to bring out his opposition to the National Assembly, and to hint at a secret reserve that was only temporarily prevented by conditions from making its hidden treasures available to the French people. Such was the proposal to decree an increase in pay of four sous a day to the noncommissioned officers. Such was the proposal of an honor-system loan bank for the workers. Money as a gift and money as a loan, it was with prospects such as these that he hoped to lure the masses. ... Never has a pretender speculated more stupidly on the stupidity of the masses.”

Interestingly, Marx rejects redistribution via such presents, sees it as detestable, both with respect to the decision makers and with respect to the recipients. There is a mysterious distinction between, on the one hand, the reordering of society and economy that Marx has in mind and, on the other hand, the demands of those whom he sees as naive socialists or petty-bourgeois democrats, or as a bourgeoisie that only wants to provide for its own losers. Overcoming inequality via reforms is something that he does not necessarily see as morally wrong but as systematically impossible. But why and how this is so distinct from his own ideas remains vague.

Finally, tensions rise. "The National Assembly flared up repeatedly over these unmistakable attempts to gain popularity at its expense, over the growing danger that this adventurer, whom his debts spurred on and no established reputation held back, would venture a desperate coup. The discord between the party of Order and the President had taken on a threatening character when an unexpected event threw him back repentant into its arms. We mean the by-elections of March 10, 1850." (The lack of a reputation he could lose is something that makes Bonaparte similar to some, hm, unorthodox politicians of today.)

Recall that the pure Republicans, when they had a majority in the parliament, had tried to make their decisions hard to revert by writing them into the constitution and making it hard to change that constitution. The Party of Order uses a more obviously class-based strategy. On May 8 it brought in a bill that scrapped universal suffrage, made the right to vote conditional on a three-year residence on the place of voting and workers had to prove this residence with a certificate from their employer. And the Democrats "preach order, ... lawful action, that is to say, blind subjection to the will of the counterrevolution, which imposed itself as the law", seemingly only resorting to the "reproach" against the Party of Order of that its actions were revolutionary.

Can such a shaming reproach work? For this to have any effect, it is probably necessary that both sides believe in the same basic principles of democracy. By contrast, if the side that is more powerful in a given situation and exploits everything that the law permits against the spirit of the law, then all that is left for you is the good feeling that you actually represent the majority, or the ethically right side, or whatever.

The law was passed on May 31, 1850; Marx calls it "the coup d'état of the bourgeoisie". Moreover, while reducing the number of eligible voters from ten to seven million people, the National Assembly did not change the constitutional requirement that two million votes were necessary "to make an election of the President of the Republic valid. If none of the candidates for the presidency received this minimum, the National Assembly was to choose the President from among the three candidates to whom the largest number of votes would fall." Thus, the constitution now required a larger vote share and had thus made it more likely that it would have a final say on the election of the President. To Marx, this was a further way how the Bourgeoisie took power from the people.

The next sub-period, "May 31, 1850, to December 2, 1851. Struggle between the parliamentary bourgeoisie and Bonaparte." is even split in four sub-sub periods.

Chapter V covers "(1) May 31, 1850, to January 12, 1851. The Assembly loses the supreme command of the army."

After the crisis, the struggle between Bonaparte and the National Assembly starts anew, as a quarrel about money. Since his election, Bonaparte already had been able to get a de-facto doubling of his salary to 1.2 million Franc. Now he wanted more money that he could distribute (an annual civil list), and while the National Assembly did not grant that, it gave him a one-time payment of 2.16 million Franc. (It remains unclear why it did grant that much.)

In the parliamentary recess period of 1850, Bonaparte visited several cities and more or less openly talked about his restoration plans. (As monarchists of different factions, the members of the Party of Order had restoration plans of their own.) Now he was accompanied of a supporting secret society whose members Marx depicts as the "lumpenproletariat":

"On these processions ... he was constantly accompanied by persons affiliated with the Society of December 10. This society dates from the year 1849. On the pretext of founding a benevolent society, the lumpen proletariat of Paris had been organized into secret sections, each section led by Bonapartist agents, with a Bonapartist general at the head of the whole. Alongside decayed roués with dubious means of subsistence and of dubious origin, alongside ruined and adventurous offshoots of the bourgeoisie, were vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaroni, pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, maquereaux (pimps), brothel keepers, porters, literati, organ grinders, ragpickers, knife grinders, tinkers, beggars — in short, the whole indefinite, disintegrated mass, thrown hither and thither, which the French call la bohème; from this kindred element Bonaparte formed the core of the Society of December 10."

This depiction seems cartoonish and extremely resentful. In contrast to the proletariat, which he of course sees favorably, he makes up the lumpenproletariat as a collection of all bad and dubious kinds of behavior and character traits, which Bonaparte himself embodies. To Marx, being parasitic seems to be the core characteristic of being part of the lumpenproletariat – all the members of the Society of December 10 "felt the need of benefiting themselves at the expense of the laboring nation". So the characterization of the lumpenproletariat seems like an obvious case of looking down to a group at the bottom of society. And the only reason why his ingroup – the proletariat – should be different from the outgroup is, well, its labor, such that it is, in Marx' economic worldview, the opposite of both the lumpenproletariat and the bourgeois, all of which are parasitic in some way. This says little about personal responsibility for your place in society, but the moral accusation is implied, and Marx leaves the judgement to the reader whether these people became part of the lumpenproletariat because of their character or vice versa. (In German, Lumpen are rags, while at the same time, a Lump is an unscrupulous person of inferior character, a scoundrel.)

Bonaparte is the leader of this detestable group. "This Bonaparte, who constitutes himself chief of the lumpenproletariat, who here alone rediscovers in mass form the interests which he personally pursues, who recognizes in this scum, offal, refuse of all classes the only class upon which he can base himself unconditionally, is the real Bonaparte, the Bonaparte sans phrase. An old, crafty roué, he conceives the historical life of the nations and their performances of state as comedy in the most vulgar sense, as a masquerade in which the grand costumes, words, and postures merely serve to mask the pettiest knavery."

The Society of December 10 is depicted as a cheering, dragged-along crowd, faking support of the population where Bonaparte arrives, but also as a thug squad. And while beforehand, all of his power was "put into his hands by the force of circumstances" or copied by him "from the deeds of others", this "secret society ... of disorder, prostitution, and theft" was his own making. At the same time, his public face was that of caring about "order, religion, family, and property". This depiction probably is part of why Marx is, by some, called an early analyst of Fascism (different aspects come later in the book); the Society of December 10 supposedly is, partly, a kind of SA. But note that the Society seemingly has no ideology. It seems its only aim is personal enrichment.

At some point, the Society of December 10 became a potential cause of trouble for Bonaparte as it is involved in a conspiracy to murder General Changarnier and Dupin, the President of the National Assembly. Before a parliamentary inquiry would lay bare the "Bonapartist secret world", Bonaparte disbanded it, "naturally only on paper".

"The Society of December 10 was to remain the private army of Bonaparte until he succeeded in transforming the public army into a Society of December 10." So Bonaparte began using the money that the National Assembly had granted him to win the army over to his side. Apparently, Bonaparte organized parties or banquets first for the officers and non-commissioned officers, then for the enlisted ranks. This led to tensions between Bonaparte and Changarnier, the commander-in-chief of the army in Paris, who at the same time represented the parliament and the Party of Order as a member of the permanent commission. The army develops a split loyalty. Finally, on November 12 1850, Bonaparte sent a letter to the National Assembly in which he mentioned that he was constitutionally responsible for the army, stressing France's demand for "tranquility", and noting his own intention to bow to the "lawfully expressed will" of the people, while speculating about a revision of the constitution (with respect to his term limit). Thus, "Bonaparte committed acts that aimed at usurpation, but the party of Order committed "unrest" if it raised a row about these acts and construed them hypochondriacally." But because the parliament did not dare to mobilize the masses when it would be relevant and likely find public support, it engages in petty arguments with Bonaparte in the next months. Meanwhile, Bonaparte and his allies held a lottery to raise money, apparently involving fraud and intent to embezzle the prize.

Next, sub-sub-period (2) "January 12 to April 11, 1851. It is worsted in its attempts to regain the administrative power. The party of Order loses its independent parliamentary majority. It forms a coalition with the republicans and the Montagne."

In January, Changarnier, commander of the army and national guard, was deposed after being accused of anti-parliamentary activities. He assured his loyalty to the Parliament, which was satisfied by that, but Bonaparte deposed him nonetheless. After some indecisiveness on both sides, emissaries from the Party of Order tried to dissuade Bonaparte from this plan. But: "Whomever one seeks to persuade, one acknowledges as master of the situation. On January 12, Bonaparte, assured by this step, appoints a new ministry in which the leaders of the old ministry, Fould and Baroche, remain."

Next, Bonaparte split the command of National Guard and Army, and the events losing Changarnier and losing control over the National Guard and the army basically left the National Assembly without defense. "War between the two powers has now been openly declared, is openly waged, but only after the party of Order has lost both arms and soldiers. Without the ministry, without the army, without the people, without public opinion, after its electoral law of May 31 no longer the representative of the sovereign nation, sans eyes, sans ears, sans teeth, sans everything, ..." The formal resistance in parliament remained toothless and moderate. A vote of no consequence against the ministry was composed in an inconsistent way, because by now the Party of Order was divided, such that the pure Republicans and the social Democrats had to be aboard. Together with the Montagne, the Party of Order rejects "the grant to the President of 1,800,000 francs which the chief of the Society of December 10 had compelled his ministerial clerks to propose", but at the same time rejected the Montagne's proposal to release the political prisoners, so as not to "play with fire" of further "class struggle".

Bonaparte now seemed to consider different compositions of the Ministry, from different factions of the Party of Order, thereby playing them off against each other, while at the same time alarming "them as a whole by the prospect of a republican ministry and the consequent inevitable restoration of universal suffrage", and "at the same time" he engendered "in the bourgeoisie the conviction that his honest efforts to form a parliamentary ministry were being frustrated by the irreconcilability of the royalist factions."

Sub-sub-period (3): "April 11, 1851, to October 9, 1851. Attempts at revision, fusion, prorogation. The party of Order decomposes into its separate constituents. The breach between the bourgeois parliament and press and the mass of the bourgeoisie becomes definite."

In this situation of seemingly chaotic politics, an economic crisis began, leading to further political unrest. "Under these circumstances Bonaparte could venture, on April 11, to restore the ministry of January 18 ... reinforced by M. Leon Faucher, whom the Constituent Assembly during its last days had, with the exception of five votes cast by ministers, unanimously stigmatized by a vote of no confidence for sending out false telegrams. The National Assembly had therefore gained a victory over the ministry on January 18, had struggled with Bonaparte for three months, only to have Fould and Baroche on April 11 admit the puritan Faucher as a third party into their ministerial alliance. In November, 1849, Bonaparte had contented himself with an unparliamentary ministry, in January, 1851, with an extra-parliamentary one, and on April 11 he felt strong enough to form an anti-parliamentary ministry, which harmoniously combined in itself the no-confidence votes of both Assemblies, the Constituent and the Legislative, the republican and the royalist."

Marx notes that the parliament still did not take Bonaparte seriously.

On May 28, the National Assembly and in it the Party of Order had to choose between "continuing the constitution unaltered" or a revision of the constitution. The Bonapartists simply wanted to delete the term limit. The Republicans saw any revision of the constitution as "universal conspiracy against the republic" that they would reject with their blocking minority. Marx notes that for the Party of Order, there are only bad decisions: "If it should reject revision, it would imperil the status quo, since it would leave Bonaparte only one way out, that of force; and since on the second Sunday in May, 1852, at the decisive moment, it would be surrendering France to revolutionary anarchy, with a President who had lost his authority, with a parliament which for a long time had not possessed it, and with a people that meant to reconquer it." (May, 1852 would be the month of the next presidential election.) "If it voted for constitutional revision, it knew that it voted in vain and would be bound to fail constitutionally because of the republicans' veto. If it unconstitutionally declared a simple majority vote to be binding, it could hope to dominate the revolution only if it subordinated itself unconditionally to the sovereignty of the executive power; then it would make Bonaparte master of the constitution, of its revision, and of the party itself. A partial revision, which would prolong the authority of the President, would pave the way for imperial usurpation. A general revision, which would shorten the existence of the republic, would bring the dynastic claims into unavoidable conflict, for the conditions of a Bourbon and an Orleanist restoration were ... mutually exclusive." So this is a prime example of a situation where there is a threat of a would-be dictator but it seems impossible to unite against him. In this situation, by Karl Popper's criterion for a democracy, namely the peaceful transfer of power to another government, democracy seems unable to survive; the current President does not want to leave office, and the factions who could overcome him are disunited by mistrust and contradictory aims. Perhaps the Party of Order could take up the fight against the executive decisively, but as previously stated, its members fear unrest.

With some forth and back and reordering of alliances and factions, a revision was rejected because it did not have the necessary supermajority. "Thus the majority of parliament declared against the constitution, but this constitution itself declared for the minority and that its vote was binding." This leaves the parliament in a situation of dangerous contradictions, in which "revision of the constitution meant nothing but continuation of the presidential authority, just as continuation of the constitution meant nothing but Bonaparte's deposition. Parliament had declared for him, but the constitution declared against parliament."

And so it seems that the Party of Order fled into some more or less intentional passivity: "In order that the head of the executive power might be able the more undisturbedly to draw up his plan of campaign against it, strengthen his means of attack, select his tools, and fortify his positions, it resolved precisely at this critical moment to retire from the stage and adjourn for three months, from August 10 to November 4."

Meanwhile, the intellectual environment of the Party of Order also quarreled outside of parliament, and the "Legitimists in the provinces, with their limited horizon and unlimited enthusiasm, accused their parliamentary leaders, Berryer and Falloux, of deserting to the Bonapartist camp and of defection from Henry V." At the same time, the previously Orleanist "aristocracy of finance" had become Bonapartist and now demanded stability. Marx' alleged reason for that is that the government debt has strongly increased the finance bourgeoisie's interest in the state and its stability. And the industrial bourgeoisie also rejects the Party of Order's cooperation with the Montagne.

The bourgeoisie had become conservative and thus wanted Bonaparte to stay in power. One victim of this was the press. "Still more unequivocally than in its falling out with its parliamentary representatives, the bourgeoisie displayed its wrath against its literary representatives, its own press. The sentences to ruinous fines and shameless terms of imprisonment, on the verdicts of bourgeois juries, for every attack of bourgeois journalists on Bonaparte's usurpationist desires, for every attempt of the press to defend the political rights of the bourgeoisie against the executive power, astonished not merely France, but all Europe." The "extraparliamentary mass of the bourgeoisie, ... by its servility toward the President, by its vilification of parliament, by its brutal maltreatment of its own press, invited Bonaparte to suppress and annihilate its speaking and writing section, its politicians and its literati, its platform and its press, so it would then be able to pursue its private affairs with full confidence in the protection of a strong and unrestricted government", preferring stability over democracy.

Marx notes or denounces that the bourgeoisie, or its intellectual influencers like The Economist, called for calm and then, after Napoleon's coup d'état, accused the proletarians of not having fought for them, of having betrayed them. (Indeed, The Economist's choice of words seems embarassing. "I refer, for example, to the already quoted Economist, which as late as November 29, 1851, that is, four days prior to the coup d'état, declared Bonaparte to be the "guardian of order" but Thiers and Berryer to be "anarchists," and on December 27, 1851, after Bonaparte had quieted these "anarchists," is already vociferous about the treason to "the skill, knowledge, discipline, spiritual insight, intellectual resources, and moral weight of the middle and upper ranks" committed by the masses of "ignorant, untrained, and stupid proletaires."")

The French also seemed to attribute the economic downturn to political uncertainty (although it was also felt in England). Marx sees the crisis as an overproduction crisis, especially in the textile industry. A Liverpool trading house, which he quotes, apparently saw it the same way. According to Marx, this crisis made the bourgeoisie susceptible to political panic. Bonaparte saw this as demand that he could fulfill, at the same time he could not change the constitutional term limit, and the candidature of François d'Orléans, prince de Joinville, from his perspective additionally called for action.

Already since shortly after his election in 1849, says Marx in Chapter VI, Bonaparte had been toying with the idea of a coup d'état, as a “fixed idea”, and he “was so obsessed by it that he continually betrayed it and blurted it out. He was so weak that, just as continually, he gave it up again. The shadow of the coup d'état had become so familiar to the Parisians as a specter that they were not willing to believe in it when it finally appeared in the flesh." In autumn, there were rumors about this in the European press; it was assumed that Bonaparte wanted to restore universal suffrage.

Sub-sub-period (4): "October 9 to December 2, 1851. Open breach between parliament and the executive power. The Assembly performs its dying act and succumbs, left in the lurch by its own class, by the army, and by all the remaining classes. Passing of the parliamentary regime and of bourgeois rule. Victory of Bonaparte. Parody of restoration of empire."

At the end of chapter VI, Marx describes Bonaparte's way to the actual coup d'état.

"On October 10 Bonaparte announced to his ministers his decision to restore universal suffrage", and in the next weeks, he formed the new Thorigny Ministry, replaced the Police Prefect and "the head of the First Military Division, Magnan, concentrated the most reliable regiments in the capital". When the National Assembly "resumed its sessions" on November 4, it immediately "received the message from Bonaparte in which he demanded the restoration of universal suffrage and the abolition of the law of May 31, 1850. ... The National Assembly at once rejected the ministry's motion of urgency and rejected the law itself on November 13 by three hundred and fifty-five votes to three hundred and forty-eight." To Marx, this is the parliament's confirmation that it does not represent the population but rules over it. (Marx does not comment on how slim this majority is.)

The parliament now considered a so-called Quaestors' Bill, which would "establish its right of directly requisitioning troops, of forming a parliamentary army", for protection against Bonaparte. The law lacked a majority, because the Montagne voted against it – it has to fear as much from the Party of Order as from Bonaparte. Marx indeed analyzes the events quite astutely, but the identification of the institution of parliament with the interests of a class seems to stand in his way; there is little or no discussion of the formation of alliances, the quality of leadership in parliament etc. In the next paragraph he summarizes: "By splitting up into its hostile factions, the party of Order had long ago forfeited its independent parliamentary majority. It showed now that there was no longer any majority at all in parliament. The National Assembly had become incapable of transacting business. Its atomic constituents were no longer held together by any force of cohesion; it had drawn its last breath; it was dead." And the question of why contradictory interests can sometimes cooperate and sometimes can't even in the face of a threat would deserve some more analysis.

Bonaparte wins the bourgeoisie over to his side by promising to ensure peace and order and, with them, economic growth, and posing as a fighter for universal suffrage. Finally, he conducts his coup d'état. Marx, who paints him as a ridiculous figure who is always just a caricature of his role models (Napoleon I and Cromwell are mentioned), again stresses Bonaparte's criminal character and behavior:

"He robs the Bank of France of twenty-five million francs, buys General Magnan with a million, the soldiers with fifteen francs apiece and liquor, comes together with his accomplices secretly like a thief in the night, has the houses of the most dangerous parliamentary leaders broken into, and Cavaignac, Lamoricière, Le Flô, Changarnier, Charras, Thiers, Baze, etc., dragged from their beds and put in prison, the chief squares of Paris and the parliamentary building occupied by troops, and cheapjack placards posted early in the morning on all the walls, proclaiming the dissolution of the National Assembly and the Council of State, the restoration of universal suffrage, and the placing of the Seine Department in a state of siege. In like manner he inserted a little later in the Moniteur a false document which asserted that influential parliamentarians had grouped themselves around him and formed a state consulta." What a pity that we don't know how all these behind-the-scenes events can be known.

The rump parliament still met, mainly consisting of the two monarchist factions, it "votes the deposition of Bonaparte amid repeated cries of 'Long live the Republic,'" and is finally arrested.

What is striking about this depiction is that the actual role that Bonaparte's secret society, which Marx has described in detail, plays in the coup remains unclear; after all, Marx had also stressed that Bonaparte has the army on his side.

D. Interpretation and Aftermath

In chapter VII, Marx reflects on the coup d'état. He notes that after the social republic and the democratic republic, the parliamentary republic has been abolished. "The French bourgeoisie balked at the domination of the working proletariat; it has brought the lumpen proletariat to domination, with the Chief of the Society of December 10 at the head." Now the bourgeoisie, which had suppressed the people and spread the fear of "red anarchy", is brutally suppressed by Bonaparte and his "drunken army of order". The proletariat does not start an insurrection after the putsch because this would only bring the bourgeoisie and the army together again. (At least that is Marx's interpretation; however, this seems to suggest quite a coordinated and conscious behavior of the proletarians – whereas the classes often seem to act against their own class-interest during the events. So did everything turn out as it had to, or was it stupidity on the part of the actors?) In any case, during the night of December 1-2, Bonaparte has the leaders of the Paris proletariat arrested, and an organization of the proletarians via secret societies is used as an excuse to disarm the National Guard.

The overthrow of the parliamentary republic will lead to a proletarian revolution, Marx believes, but the immediate result is tyranny. "France … seems to have escaped the despotism of a class only to fall back under the despotism of an individual, ... The struggle seems to be settled in such a way that all classes, equally powerless and equally mute, fall on their knees before the rifle butt. " So the way out of the class struggle is to employ an oppressor. This interpretation is a second way in which Marx is a predecessor of later Marxist interpretation of fascism as an authoritarian way of ending class struggles.

Marx claims that before Louis Bonaparte's time, the state, the bureaucracy, had not yet been developed fully enough, so that it was an instrument of the bourgeoisie. But now the state takes on a life of its own. "The executive power with its enormous bureaucratic and military organization, with its wide-ranging and ingenious state machinery, with a host of officials numbering half a million, besides an army of another half million – this terrifying parasitic body which enmeshes the body of French society and chokes all its pores sprang up in the time of the absolute monarchy, with the decay of the feudal system which it had helped to hasten. The seignorial privileges of the landowners and towns became transformed into so many attributes of the state power, the feudal dignitaries into paid officials, and the motley patterns of conflicting medieval plenary powers into the regulated plan of a state authority whose work is divided and centralized as in a factory."

At this point, 20th-century Soviet Marxists might be inclined to pause. Sure, if you think that the coming to power of a communist party basically completes the "social revolution," then its state—the Soviet state—can't do much wrong. But doesn't Marx's description at least sound like a warning of a danger that could develop whenever you establish a strong and extensive state sector? What are the institutions preventing that?

But though Marx has implicitly identified the state sector as a class of its own, this class is not enough of a power to explain Bonaparte. Next to the definition of the lumpen proletariat, probably the second best-known part of the class analysis in the book is the claim that "Bonaparte represented a class, and the most numerous class of French society at that, the small-holding peasants." This thesis seems a truism if it just states empirical election results; though the election was long before the putsch, and there is no way in which voters could have clearly anticipated the course of events. If the thesis refers to more than that, it is not false as it is not falsifiable. Except that Marx previously had suggested that other classes had carried Bonaparte – the bureaucracy, the lumpenproletariat, the financial aristocracy, the industrial bourgeoisie... Anway. "The chosen of the peasantry is not the Bonaparte who submitted to the bourgeois parliament but the Bonaparte who dismissed the bourgeois parliament. For three years the towns had succeeded in falsifying the meaning of the December 10 election and in cheating the peasants out of the restoration of the Empire. The election of December 10, 1848, has been consummated only by the coup d’état of December 2, 1851." But when does Bonaparte become the chosen one? How do the peasants know whom to vote for, and what he will do? And wasn't Bonaparte's personal ambition and the willingness to overcome the term limit at least part of the explanation? Mentioning the class connection so late at least allows Marx not to reflect too much on the previous personal traits and motivations.

In any case, if Bonaparte represents the peasants, it is clear why he fights for universal suffrage, and why the (other factions in the) Party of Order wanted to curtail the franchise, suppressing the majority. Marx thinks that the smallholder peasant families' mode of production, their poverty and poor means of communication isolate them, atomize them, so in his reading they are a class, but do not act as such and are incapable of collective action. (This is a little surprising, given that there are numerous farmers' parties in the world. Marx at least writes as though there were none in the France of his time.) Because the peasants cannot represent themselves, they need someone who represents them and protects them (against the other classes) and at the same time subordinates them to himself as their leader. But why should he do that? Why doesn't he betray them, having amassed all the power? Marx does not consider this question, but he closes the "Bonaparte represents the peasants" story by claiming that "Historical tradition gave rise to the French peasants’ belief in the miracle that a man named Napoleon would bring all glory back to them. ... The fixed idea of the nephew was realized because it coincided with the fixed idea of the most numerous class of the French people." The reader can vaguely guess that it was the first Napoleon's deed to bring the revolution's nationalism together with a first version of modern authoritarianism such that he united the small-holding peasants for the first time, and now his nephew is Napoleon I's sequel. But then, what would have happened if there had not been another person called Napoleon?

The whole story that the peasants are behind Bonaparte feels a bit like a movie where the true antagonist is revealed close to the end of the story.[33] At the same time, the analysis feels incomplete. The reason for that is not just that the relative importance of arbitrary events, personal behavior and class determinism remains unclear, but also that the peasants as a class seem politically heterogenous.

Marx tries to counter this criticism in advance.

Having presented the peasants as a class with class interests, Marx notes "the peasant uprisings in half of France, the raids of the army on the peasants, the mass incarceration and transportation of the peasants". How is that possible? "The Bonaparte dynasty represents not the revolutionary, but the conservative peasant; not the peasant who strikes out beyond the condition of his social existence, the small holding, but rather one who wants to consolidate his holding; not the countryfolk who in alliance with the towns want to overthrow the old order through their own energies, but on the contrary those who, in solid seclusion within this old order, want to see themselves and their small holdings saved and favored by the ghost of the Empire. It represents not the enlightenment but the superstition of the peasant; not his judgment but his prejudice..."

But there lies the rub, in several ways. First, some peasants are revolutionary, others are reactionary, and this is just arbitrary, an observation without explanation. Marx cites the peasants of the Vendée province as an example for reactionary peasants. This refers to an uprising against the French Revolution. Yet contrary to this buzzword, it seems the Vendée peasants had originally not been reactionary. Apparently, they were revolutionary in the beginning, but revolutionary Paris had little sympathy for them, their preferences found no acceptance among the Parisian Jacobins. Moreover, they did act in their own (class?) interest, a bit ineffectual but not disorganized or atomized; organized religion might have been a help in bringing this about. And it was not the case that the Vendee peasants would have cheered the original Napoleon (which you would expect because in 1851 Marx identifies Bonaparte's voters with the Vendée).

"The three years’ stern rule of the parliamentary republic freed a part of the French peasants from the Napoleonic illusion and revolutionized them, even though superficially; but the bourgeoisie violently repulsed them as often as they set themselves in motion.", claims Marx, but these events and the political dynamics remain vague. A fight between "the modern and the traditional consciousness of the French peasant ... took the form of an incessant struggle between the schoolmasters and the priests. The bourgeoisie struck down the schoolmasters." (But why? Apparently, the conservatives seemed more harmless.) Constant conflicts between the peasants and the central state led to the violent repression of the peasants by the parliamentary republic. "And this same bourgeoisie now cries out against the stupidity of the masses, the vile multitude that betrayed it to Bonaparte. ... The bourgeoisie .... is bound to fear the stupidity of the masses so long as they remain conservative, and the insight of the masses as soon as they become revolutionary." The uprisings of the peasants were directed against Bonaparte, but also against their own votes of 1848 – whatever that still meant in December 1851. People's ideas were perhaps somewhat inconsistent, and many among the "reddest" voters saw him as the countryside's liberator from urban domination, says Marx. (Before drawing comparisons to today's conflicts between urban and rural areas, note that in the middle of the 19th century a much larger share of the population lived in the countryside. That is exactly why it was enough for Bonaparte's electoral majority.)

So what was the socio-economic situation of the French peasants? According to Marx, the French Revolution "had transformed the semi-feudal peasants into freeholders"; in these years, the peasants became a bulwark (of the bourgeoisie) against the "against the recently overthrown landed aristocracy". So feudalism couldn't come back.

Now, in the middle of the 19th century, these peasants are in economic misery: "progressive deterioration of agriculture and progressive indebtedness of the agriculturist", a form of the economy as reason for peasant impoverishment. The reader can guess what Marx means by this: he sees the constant tendency towards concentration – a characteristic of Marxist economics and different from the economists of his time and the later neoclassical emphasis of the benefits of competition. Now, if Bonaparte shares the peasants' illusion that it is not parcel ownership but external influences that are causing their misery, he may pursue impossible economic policies to preserve the peasants' economic conditions.

Instead of being exploited by aristocratic landowners, the peasants are now being exploited by bourgeois capitalists who draw "profits, interest, and rent from the soil". The peasants live in poverty and misery, which Marx vividly describes. "The bourgeois order" and its state, which were liberators of the peasants in the beginning of the 19th century, are now their oppressors. And the picture that Marx paints is less that of lumpen proletarians but that of rural proleterians: "To the four million (including children, etc.) officially recognized paupers, vagabonds, criminals, and prostitutes in France must be added another five million who hover on the margin of existence and either have their haunts in the countryside itself or, with their rags and their children, continually desert the countryside for the towns and the towns for the countryside. Therefore the interests of the peasants are no longer, as under Napoleon, in accord with, but are now in opposition to bourgeois interests, to capital. Hence they find their natural ally and leader in the urban proletariat, whose task it is to overthrow the bourgeois order." And yet Bonaparte's platform includes “strong and unlimited government” to protect the "material order".

Concerning the state, Marx notes that it exploits the smallholding peasants via taxes that finance "the bureaucracy, the army, the priests, and the court – in short, ... the entire apparatus of the executive power." Because the peasant small holdings are so fragmented, it permits domination by a (state) center, because the layer in between – the aristocracy – has been abolished. (Here we could ask whether this predicts a completely different development for capitalism in cases where federal or at least less centralized statehood persists.) Moreover, the small-holding peasantry "produces an unemployed surplus population which can find no place either on the land or in the towns and which perforce reaches out for state offices as a sort of respectable alms, and provokes the creation of additional state positions", that is, the bureaucracy which is the basis for Bonaparte and whose alimentation he already ensures when he is elected president.

Bonaparte also relies on the church, wanting to use it as an "instrument of government". Marx notes that the peasants were "naturally religious" when they emerged as "small-holding owners, in their accord with society, in their dependence on natural forces and submission to the authority which protected them from above"; but now that they are victims of the economic development, and get offered religious promises instead of prosperity, this religion fades away, and the "priest then appears as only the anointed bloodhound of the earthly police". Marx is confident that the peasants "have become naturally irreligious" and would turn against the church.

The last one of the „idées napoléoniennes“ that Marx discusses is the "ascendancy of the army". In the France of Napoléon I, the army was the pride of the "small-holding peasants, it was they themselves transformed into heroes, defending their new possessions against the outer world, glorifying their recently won nationhood, plundering and revolutionizing the world. The uniform was their own state costume; war was their poetry; the small holding, enlarged and rounded off in imagination, was their fatherland, and patriotism the ideal form of the sense of property." The war of the French revolution, including the years of Napoleon I seemingly was a collective defense of the new private property against foreign powers. But now the relevant enemies of the French peasant are not foreign countries, but the bailiffs "and the tax collectors. The small holding no longer lies in the so-called fatherland but in the registry of mortgages." The army is part of the oppressive state, it consists of morally depraved peasant lumpen proletarians.

So the „idées napoléoniennes“ that Bonaparte had published in 1839 and now sets out to put into practice (maintaining the material order, strong state, the church as a vicarious agent of the state, strong military) do, according to Marx fit into the time of Napoleon I., but in 1851 they are completely obsolete, outdated by the economic development, as the small-holding has become obsolete. The idées are "words transformed into phrases, spirits transformed into ghosts." But Marx also thinks that this "parody of imperialism was necessary to free the mass of the French nation from the weight of tradition and to work out in pure form the opposition between state power and society. With the progressive deterioration of small-holding property, the state structure erected upon it collapses." To him, the new system is stamped with an expiration date; he assumes that it will collapse and sees the "military-bureaucratic government machinery" as a transition phase which was necessary to overcome feudalism and will be replaced by the kind of "centralization of the state that modern society requires".

After this analytical digression, Marx returns to the events. On December 20 and 21, in a French constitutional referendum, "voters were asked whether they approved of the continuation of the authority of Louis Napoléon Bonaparte and to delegate the powers required to produce a new constitution."[34]

The Bourgeoisie, Marx claims, votes Bonaparte as the last savior of the bourgeois society, with all the contradictions that this entails. Marx' assessment seems to be that bourgeois society can no longer be saved in a less repressive way, due to its internal contradictions. Bonaparte feels committed to the "bourgeois order", more precisely: the "middle class", as whose representative he sees himself. At the same time, he has gained his political power at their expense and must prove himself as the political power of the middle class. The problem with that? "But by protecting its material power he revives its political power." Similarly, he sees himself as representative of the peasants and of the lower classes against the bourgeoisie while protecting the bourgeois order, but "above all, Bonaparte knows how to pose as the Chief of the Society of December 10, as the representative of the lumpenproletariat to which he himself, his entourage, his government, and his army belong, and whose main object is" personal enrichment. (However, the definition of the lumpenproletariat remains sufficiently vague so that it is still not fully clear why Bonaparte is part of it; the class analysis notwithstanding, it mostly seems to be a question of character.) The result is inconsistent and contradictory politics, like granting "innumerable railroad concessions" to promote industry and trade, combined with some kind of underhand dealings for the enrichment of the own "lumpen proletarians"; because of the low demand for railroad stocks "obligation of the Bank to make advances on railroad shares", a transfer of profits to the government and an abolishment of transparency rules such that personal enrichment is possible. (The timing of these events is not clear from the book.)

Marx paints the picture of a kleptocracy in which Bonaparte enriches himself and his entourage. In this situation he sees Bonaparte's behavior as necessarily contradictory, confused and distracting. "Driven by the contradictory demands of his situation, and being at the same time, like a juggler, under the necessity of keeping the public gaze on himself, as Napoleon’s successor, by springing constant surprises – that is to say, under the necessity of arranging a coup d’état in miniature every day – Bonaparte throws the whole bourgeois economy into confusion, violates everything that seemed inviolable to the Revolution of 1848, makes some tolerant of revolution and makes others lust for it, and produces anarchy in the name of order, while at the same time stripping the entire state machinery of its halo, profaning it and making it at once loathsome and ridiculous." In the end, Marx ‘predicts’ that Louis Bonaparte will style himself as emperor again, but also sees this as a kind of degradation of the original Napoleon. Or maybe the prediction is just a sarcastic comment. (After the events of the book, Bonaparte became Emperor Napoleon III, and of course that is cited as evidence for Marx's predictive quality.)

E. Some “Marxist” core insights of the book

What is the book about, what are the core insights? Sure, it is a report of the short life of the French republic from 1848 till its end in 1851. But it is mainly a book of how Marx interprets the political fights in France as driven by and reflecting class struggles that are in turn caused by the underlying more or less natural and expectable development of the economic structure of society.

Marx makes a number of predictions that were too optimistic (from his point of view); Bonaparte's state survived until his military defeat in 1871, and the 20th century saw an enormously expanded "military-bureaucratic government machinery" in many parts of the world. At the same time, you can see why sometimes falsifying a whole theory may be difficult even though some predictions are falsified: Falsifying some predictions does not mean that the author's interpretation of contemporary society immediately loses its attraction, and accordingly the predictions were adapted later on; the Lakatosian "hard core" of Marx might be the basic interpretation of societies and their 'laws of motion' as being determined by a certain necessary structure and order of economic development, together with the antagonism of the interests of the classes that develop.

The book lays out the class antagonism in many ways. But chapter VII in particular, which aims at laying bare the class structures behind the political unrest, has one main protagonist: the development of the peasants and how this brings them into a conflict of interest with the bourgeoisie and the political authority. The greatest weakness of the analysis is that Marx does not have a model to clearly explain – to the extent that it could predict – the support of the peasants for Bonaparte and their protests afterwards. The explanations he gives seem plausible, but a bit ad-hoc and arbitrary. The peasants may want Bonaparte to keep the bourgeoisie at bay – or maybe Marx just projects his interpretations as explanations which may then just explain everything and nothing. To be fair, the lack of polling data would have made it hard to clearly test a predictive model.

More generally, Marx's description of which party represents which class seems intuitive as a description, but where it could be meant causally, there is a need for a clear model of how class interests actually translate into the behavior of political parties. Maybe this is unfair, because 170 years later we still do not have an easy model for that. But then again, if someone today were as confident as Marx was, he should be able to earn a lot of money on Metaculus.

According to the assessment by Brad DeLong, Marx's general project consisted of:

"An undeveloped philosophy of human liberation.

An oppositional, revolutionary political stance (with absolutely no sense of how revolutions eat their own children).

About ten paragraphs' worth of asides in the "Communist Manifesto" and in the preface to "A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy" about how economic change creates and transforms social classes which then struggle for political power and how those struggles then shift the path of economic development.""

And DeLong thinks that the third of these is Marx's "primary contribution", "But it is really only ten paragraphs laying out this theory of 'historical materialism.' It's a powerful insight–but it is not a huge part of his lifetime work. I wish it had been: the historical materialist chapters of Capital in which he tries to apply his ten paragraphs are very good."[35]

The “Brumaire” definitely is about “how economic change creates and transforms social classes which then struggle for political power”. We can add it to DeLong’s short list. Note also that Marx is not constrained by a two-class cliche worldview when writing this book; rather he develops his philosophy as he sees history, with some fixed ideas, sure, but open enough to adapt his theory.

Then again, some Marx fans seem to exaggerate the insights of the book. For example, in Friedrich Engels’ preface to the third edition, he writes quite enthusiastically that Marx discovered the great law of motion of history according to which all battles and fights in history are basically class struggles and they depend on the economic basis of society. This law, he states, is as important for understanding history as the law of energy conversion is for science. In the introduction to their online edition of the book, the authors of Marxists.org[36] claim that Marx proves in the book that the coup was the necessary result of the previous development, the lawful result of the “counterrevolutionary attitude of the bourgeoisie”, the book develops the “role of class struggle as the driving force of history” and demonstrates the “limitation and contradictions of bourgeois democracy”. Well, maybe. But then, which form of society does not have contradictions? What would have happened if the political leaders mentioned in the book would have behaved differently? (Or couldn’t they? Why not?) And are there really so many insights here which a modern ("bourgeois"?) sociologist or economic historian would not accept?

F. Insights about political fights

Even if we disregard the class-struggle topic, Marx offers some useful insights into political fights and how they may play out.

First, we already saw how factions in power during the events try to make sure that their influence does not collapse after the next election. The first attempt was that of the pure republicans to write a republican constitution and make the supermajority threshold for changing it very high. This works for a while, but if playing by the rules makes changing the rules very hard, the acceptance of the rules themselves may suffer, possibly leading to a constitutional crisis. The second attempt is the restrictive franchise introduced by the Party of Order. This reduces the influence of the masses, but only if they still accept the system and do not coordinate and revolt exactly because they are disenfranchised. It also allows Bonaparte to act as a defender of the rights of the poor.

Second, attempts to circumvent the rules may also backfire. For instance, the Party of Order had itself attacked the parliamentary order – by an outer-parliamentary campaign that questioned the parliament's legitimacy including the military threatening the parliament until it dissolved itself. But this can contribute to diminishing the special status of the parliament and of the representatives, which would be worthy of protection.

Third, we saw that the division of powers and rules to keep leaders in check may also be counterproductive. The division of powers between parliament and president may lead to split legitimacy in which the president has several advantages. And a rule like a term limit may make it attractive to putsch before the term is over (however, if someone does that because of a term limit, we can doubt that he would accept being voted out if there were no term limit).

Fourth, a democracy that is not supported by the majority of the population is unsustainable. In France in 1848, the majority of the population were conservative monarchists, and additionally, conservative monarchists who supported different monarchs, which created instability even in the conservative party. The royalist factions could rule together in the republic as long as they would not question this contradiction, but this is not sustainable. Class-struggle has to imply instability. But even if political parties are more flexible with respect to their class identity, mutual mistrust is a self-fulfilling prophecy, and clinging to mutually exclusive ideas implies an impossibility of sustainable cooperation.

Fifth, sometimes a compromise can be something that both parties do not really want, but it may work for a while for pragmatic reasons. For instance, “The parliamentary republic was more than the neutral territory on which the two factions of the French bourgeoisie, Legitimists and Orleanists, large landed property and industry, could dwell side by side with equality of rights. It was the unavoidable condition of their common rule, the sole form of state in which their general class interest subjected to itself at the same time both the claims of their particular factions and all the remaining classes of society. As royalists they fell back into their old antagonism, into the struggle for the supremacy of landed property or of money, and the highest expression of this antagonism, its personification, was their kings themselves, their dynasties."”

Sixth, it is important to keep in mind that abuse of power, the development of forceful institutions, and justifications for government action can backfire, develop lives of their own, and it may be impossible to control them afterwards. For instance, the conservative coalition against the June uprising (or against the radicals before that) had "'saved' society from “the enemies of society.” They had given out the watchwords of the old society, “property, family, religion, order,” to their army as passwords and had proclaimed to the counterrevolutionary crusaders: “In this sign thou shalt conquer!” From that moment, as soon as one of the numerous parties which gathered under this sign against the June insurgents seeks to hold the revolutionary battlefield in its own class interest, it goes down before the cry: “property, family, religion, order.” Society is saved just as often as the circle of its rulers contracts, as a more exclusive interest is maintained against a wider one. Every demand of the simplest bourgeois financial reform, of the most ordinary liberalism, of the most formal republicanism, of the most shallow democracy, is simultaneously castigated as an 'attempt on society' and stigmatized as 'socialism.' And finally the high priests of 'religion and order' themselves are (...) hauled out of their beds in the darkness of night, put in prison vans, thrown into dungeons or sent into exile; their temple is razed to the ground, their mouths are sealed, their pens broken, their law torn to pieces in the name of religion, of property, of the family, of order. Bourgeois fanatics for order are shot down on their balconies by mobs of drunken soldiers, their domestic sanctuaries profaned, their houses bombarded for amusement – in the name of property, of the family, of religion, and of order." (Chapter I)

Seventh, there is something that is not discussed explicitly in the book but that is implicit and very central. It may even be overlooked because it seems trvial, but it should be stressed: Having the loyalty of the armed forces is central to having power. Marx talks at length about the Society of December 10, but it remains a bit unclear how important that society really is as a kind of paramilitary.[37] However, having command over the army and being able to appoint its commanding officers yields a power that is hard to overcome. It would be worthwhile to work out in detail why armies are able to coordinate so well and how it is determined who gets their loyalty, but if we take the coordination as given, it is tautological that those who have the army's loyalty have a lot of power.

Finally, if there is someone who attempts to do a coup d’état, and later on becomes president and talks of doing it again, you should suspect that he might actually be serious.
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The Evolution of Beauty: How Darwin's Forgotten Theory of Mate Choice Shapes the Animal World - And Us by Richard Prum

Note: This is not as much a book review as it is an exploration of my current stance on a central debate in the field of evolutionary biology. I have used the popular example of a peacock's tail but it can be replaced with any male aesthetic trait in a species with significant sexual dimorphism. As for the book - Prum is sufficiently nuanced with his treatment of sexual selection theory, viewing it first in a ornithological context and then carefully extending it to other phylogenies, including humans. Recommended.

Why is the peacock's tail so beautiful?

Darwin had originally proposed two fundamental forces behind evolution - natural selection and sexual selection. He used sexual selection and aesthetic mate choice by females to explain the peacock's tail and other aesthetic traits found across the natural world. Aesthetic traits in males coevolve with female preferences for those traits in a runaway process to create something like a peacock's tail. Over several iterations (as R.A. Fisher would mathematically prove about a century later), female aesthetic taste leads to careful fine-tuning of male aesthetic traits and...beauty happens. Similar to how the price of a tulip kept increasing due to market preferences during the Tulip Bubble of the 1600s, the peacock's tail, lion's mane, and elk's antlers have become what they have due to generations of females acting on their arbitrary aesthetic preferences. Fisherian aesthetic selection is the genetic equivalent of a market bubble driven by irrational exuberance. The irrationality of the aesthetic selection process is evident in how it is often at odds with natural selection. Beauty competes with survival (survival in the face of both environmental threats and male-male competition). The natural world of birds and animals we ultimately observe is the game-theoretically stable state of beauty vs. survival, both constantly interacting with and influencing each other.

So according to Darwin, the peacock's tail has been shaped by generations of peahens and their subjective tastes (I'm reminded of Oscar Wilde's The Critic as Artist as I write this). Unfortunately, a theory with subjectivity, animal agency, and more importantly female agency at its center had no place in 19th century Britain.

The lesser-known co-discoverer of evolutionary theory, Alfred Wallace, was a staunch utilitarian and believed that to invoke 'female choice' was bordering on mysticism. He believed instead that beauty has to have a function. Wallace proposed that male beauty serves as an indicator of good health and fitness. The peacock with its iridescent blue plumage and gorgeous tail is signaling its fitness and the absence of disease to females. Due to Wallace's fierce efforts to proselytize the idea, beauty-as-utility became the standard explanation. Sexual selection now only existed as a sub-set of natural selection, both ultimately maximizing purely adaptive functions.

Amotz Zahavi later introduced the handicap principle or the idea that that the peacock tail (to continue using the example) is an honest signal of fitness because it inflicts an undeniable cost on the male who possesses it. The fact that I have survived for so long despite my extremely conspicuous and heavy tail is a testament to my fitness and good genes. If a signal is costly, it must be honest. Zahavian signaling lent credence to Wallace's beauty-as-utility idea and this neo-Wallacean adaptionism has since taken over the field of evolutionary biology.

To me, the neo-Wallacean view was very enticing when I first encountered it. On the surface, it paints a very rationalist picture of evolution through natural selection. In this view, sexual selection falls under natural selection as just another process through which organisms are selected for fitness. Everything must serve an objective, adaptive function. Indeed, I found immense comfort in this idea for over three years during which I was surprisingly only exposed to the adaptionist view of Darwinism. Darwin's core idea of sexual selection (which he describes in The Descent of Man) is conspicuous by its absence from today's Darwinism. It speaks to how dogmas can completely take over a science. It is particularly concerning given that empirical evidence in support of the beauty-as-utility theory seems to be virtually non-existent.

Perhaps one of the reasons why I found comfort in the beauty-as-utility explanation is because of its simplicity. It flattens the intellectual complexity of the world around us into a singular, definitive explanation. While the explanation might be easy to intuit, I have now come to believe that it is likely a parochial and incomplete view of life. It overfits reality into a rationalist framework that is unsupported by real-world evidence. The dogmatic persistence and the quasi-religious fervor around the neo-Wallacean theory in fact reminds me of the field of economics prior to the behavioral revolution of the early 2000s.

At the heart of economics and finance was the assumption that all humans were rational agents making rational decisions that would maximize their utility. Humans are objective, decisions are rational, and markets are efficient. It took Kahneman, Tversky, Shiller, et al. and about two decades of work for that core assumption to be put to bed. Eric Weinstein talks about economics as an 'as-if physics' of natural and sexual selection. I have spoken to economists who shy away from this explanation (the idealist in me says it's due to humility and not willful ignorance) but I find it to be an extremely useful framing. It is no surprise to me then that economics, the physics of natural and sexual selection, was made richer by the introduction of irrationality, subjectivity, and randomness, which seem to be an inherent part of the natural world. Evolutionary science, which is essentially the philosophy of natural and sexual selection, needs to catch up.

Here's a small example of a logical problem with the neo-Wallacean beauty-as-utility theory. The peacock's tail is obviously costly to the peacock who possess it, at least marginally reducing the probability of his survival. But that is only half the story. Peahens suffer an indirect cost through their male offspring who will carry the burden of a tail. This implies that the adaptive benefit that peahens receive from picking males with the most beautiful tail must outweigh the cost inflicted on their male offspring. If that is the case, then over time in a population, one should expect to see diminishing returns from female vigilance as harmful genes will eventually be selected out of the population. One should subsequently expect to see female vigilance go down over time to compensate for the indirect cost that comes with picking males with the best tails. This would create an oscillating pattern in the population with female vigilance increasing while the benefit outweighs indirect costs and then once an equilibrium is attained, female vigilance should drop. We do not observe this pattern in nature. Moreover, several studies conducted on peacock tails and fitness have failed to find any meaningful correlations. Perhaps peahens select peacocks with beautiful tails because they just really like beautiful tails.

The beauty happens hypothesis driven by female aesthetic mate choice is the most parsimonious explanation for the evidence we see in the world around us. The onus should be on the adaptionists to prove whether beauty has utility. Darwin ends the Origin of Species with the phrase - 'There is grandeur in this view of life...'. I believe that aesthetic selection with its focus on subjective preferences of discerning creatures across phylogenies is essential to maintaining the grandeur in Darwin's theory.

So aesthetic selection explains how female peahens have over generations shaped the male peacock's tail based on what they find beautiful. The question I'm left with now is...why do we find the peacock's tail beautiful?

Addendum: I consciously decided to not include any discussion on how aesthetic selection plays out in humans because it wasn't necessary for the purposes of this review. Prum has some interesting speculative hypotheses in the second half of the book. Recommended.






The Extended Mind by Annie Murphy Paul

Some books change you by holding your hand through a series of increasingly complex logical leaps, building up an elaborate new system of knowledge. Others simply articulate a truth you always felt deep in your bones, but had never before put into words. For me, Annie Murphy Paul’s The Extended Mind was the latter.

Paul starts with a straightforward premise: The mind is not akin to a computer—to cite one of our most common cultural metaphors for it—but a more flexible, expansive entity that extends out into the world. Instead of a machine, she suggests, the brain is like a “nest-building bird” (viii), an analogy she fleshes out by saying:


For one thing: thought happens not only inside the skull but out in the world, too; it’s an act of continuous assembly and reassembly that draws on resources external to the brain. For another: the kinds of materials available to “think with” affect the nature and quality of the thought that can be produced. And last: the capacity to think well—that is, to be intelligent—is not a fixed property of the individual but rather a shifting state that is dependent on access to extra-neural resources and the knowledge of how to use them.”        (11)



A moment’s reflection reveals that there is much truth to this claim. As Paul argues, “while a laptop works the same way whether it’s being used at the office or while we’re sitting in a park, the brain is deeply affected by the setting in which it operates” (92). Computers are clearly an imperfect—or at least incomplete—model for the mind.

But if the mind is not a sort of machine, if it is more like a “magpie” as Paul claims, what exactly does that mean? How, in fact, does the mind work, and how can we apply this knowledge to our lives? These are the key questions The Extended Mind sets out to answer.

Paul Builds Her Case

The Extended Mind is divided into thirds—one on embodied cognition, one on situated cognition, and one on social cognition—each of which is itself divided into three subsections. Arguably, this neat threes-within-three structure imposes some artificial constraint on ideas that might otherwise bleed together or cleave apart. But the buckets generally do a good job of holding all the information, and are nothing if not clear.

In the spirit of the book’s thesis, I was inspired to map out a kind of visual summary of all this—which I hope has been preserved in the submission process! (At this point, I don’t think a graphic organizer is hugely beneficial for my own understanding of The Extended Mind—but I hope it will serve to preserve its structure in the background as I bounce around between different chapters.)





















	Extending the Mind through…
	Ch. 1: sensations →
	Ch. 4: natural spaces →
	Ch. 7: experts →
	…improves learning, retention, creativity, and work product.


“The Extended Mind” is, in fact, a concept first proposed by philosopher Andy Clark, who coined the phrase in his 1998 paper by the same name, and is cited frequently throughout Paul’s work. (Where does the mind stop and the rest of the world begin? is the central question that paper attempts to parse.) Somehow, I only realized about halfway through writing this that Andy Clark is also the author of Surfing Uncertainty, of SSC book review fame—another fascinating take on the mind you should definitely check out if you’re unfamiliar.

(In that review, Scott notes that Clark’s own latest book “isn’t easy reading” and contains “long digressions about various esoteric philosophy-of-cognitive-science debates”—neither of which are charges I would level against The Extended Mind; Paul is clearly very knowledgeable about her subject matter, but it’s evident she cares about making her writing comprehensible for a nonacademic audience, and is especially interested in the practical considerations of her work.)

Like any book laying out a grand theory, The Extended Mind lives and dies by its examples—and Paul’s are without a doubt extraordinary. I do have some quibbles with how she frames some of this evidence, and believe the conclusions she draws are too strong in a few cases (more on that later). But still, the book is surely worth reading for the sheer breadth and intrigue of the research she presents. Some of my favorite examples, with original papers linked (I’ve skimmed a couple of these but otherwise am just assuming she’s summarized them accurately):

From “Thinking with Our Bodies”…


	
In an experiment requiring subject to flip cards with different monetary rewards and penalties, people’s “skin conductance began to spike when they contemplated clicking on the bad decks” (two were stacked against them); even though it took people another forty or so turns to express this knowledge consciously, participants began gravitating more and more toward the favorable decks (26).



	
Radiologists improved from 85% to 99% diagnostic accuracy when walking on a treadmill (44).



	
Doodling improved retention on a boring listening task by 29% (49).



	
In classic Piagetian conservation tasks, children display emerging understanding through gesture some 40% of the time (75).



	
(Paul describes: “The girl is shown a tall, skinny glass full of water, the contents of which are then poured into a short, wide glass. Asked whether the amount of water remains the same, the girl answers no—but at the same time, her hands are making a cupping motion, indicating that she’s beginning to understand that the wider shape of the second glass accounts for…the same amount of water.”)





From “Thinking with Our Surroundings”…


	“A twenty-minute walk in a park improved children’s concentration and impulse control as much as a dose of an ADHD drug like Ritalin” (96).

	“[Medical] patients who occupied rooms with a view of trees required fewer painkillers, experienced fewer complications, and had shorter hospital stays than patients whose rooms looked out on a brick wall” (102).

	When negotiating in their own space, hosts claimed 60-160% more value than visitors (126).

	In one study, subjects completed basic visualization tasks ten times as fast using a super-sized computer display relative to a smaller screen (148); in another, multiple monitors improved retention by 56% relative to a single screen (149).



From “Thinking with Our Relationships”…


	
In a computer science course, shifting from a lecture model to a small-group tutoring model reduced the fail rate from as high as 60% to 10% (164).



	
Trauma surgeons asked to explain how they perform an operation “neglected to cite nearly 70 percent of the actions they performed during the procedure” (181)


	(Interpretation: “Experts are able to articulate only about 30 percent of what they know.”)





	
Performance on the classic Wason Selection Task improves from 10% to 75% when it requires social reasoning vs. pure logical reasoning (193).


	Original task: “Take a look at the cards shown here. Each card has a vowel and a consonant on one side and an even or an odd number on the other. Which card or cards must be turned over in order to determine whether it is true that If a card has a vowel on one side, it has an even number on the other?” [Visible card faces = E; K; 3; 6]

	Social version: “You are serving at a bar and have to enforce the rule that if a person is drinking beer, they must be 21 years of age or older. The four cards shown here have information about people sitting at a table. One side of the card tells you what a person is drinking, and the other side tells you their age. Which card or cards must you turn over to see if the rule is being broken?” [card faces =  over 21; under 21; alcoholic beverage; nonalcoholic beverage]





	
For athletes and dancers, “moving in unison increases endurance and reduces the perception of physical pain” (218).





Along the way, Paul also racks up a bank of mind-extension vocabulary—a useful and intuitive language for discussing learning/knowledge work. Here, again, are some of my favorite examples, with the originator of the phrase indicated when relevant:


	On the notion that our brains evolved for, and benefit from, movement of the body: “mind on the hoof” (47; Andy Clark)

	On the use of gestures to bolster comprehension and help crystallize understanding: “mental hooks” (84) and “virtual diagrams” (76; Barbara Tversky)

	On the kind of diffuse, restorative attention evoked by nature: “soft fascination” (97; William James) or “soft gazing” (97; a tai chi term)

	On generic, nondescript buildings: “the cognitive deficiency of non-places” (137; Richard Coyne)

	On creators discovering new ideas in things they’ve already made: “the backtalk of self-generated sketches” (155; Gabriela Goldschmidt)

	On the mutual benefits of the tutor-tutee relationship: “cognitive apprenticeship” (164; Allan Collins) and “cascading mentorship” (198)

	On the loss of ego associated with synchronous movement: “social eddy” (218; Kerry L. Marsh)

	On the methods/processes involved in collaboration: “error pruning” (233), “shared artifacts” (233; Gary and Judith Olson), and “transactive memory” (236)



Along these lines, I was impressed by how persuasive much of the book’s imaginative and anecdotal evidence—some of it, frankly, even more so than the empirical research. Paul introduces a number of exemplary mind-extenders, for example—people ranging from Daniel Kahneman to Jackson Pollock to Haruki Murakami—and describes how their seminal work was less “brain-bound” than we might imagine. For me, the most intriguing of these individual examples were a few first-hand descriptions of scientific discovery. Here’s how Paul recounts Einstein coming up with relativity, for example:


The world’s most famous physicist, Albert Einstein, reportedly imagined himself riding on a beam of light while developing his theory of relativity. “No scientist thinks in equations,” Einstein once claimed. Rather, he remarked, the elements of his own thought were “visual” and even “muscular” in nature.        (61)



And here’s a similar explanation by Nobel-winning geneticist Barbara McClintock, on looking at corn plant chromosomes through a microscope:


When I was really working with them I wasn’t outside, I was down there. I was part of the system. I was right down there with them, and everything got big. I was even able to see the internal parts of the chromosomes—actually everything was there. It surprised me because I actually felt as if I were right down there and these were my friends.        (61)



What strikes me about these examples is how unscientific—even mystical—they sound. Obviously, woo-woo and roleplay are no stand-in for the actual collection of data; I just thought there was something wonderful and kind of telling about the idea of Nobel Prize winners basically method-acting their way into insights.

It’s not like the importance of scientific hunches is a trivial point, either. In the words of Erick Greene—an ecology/evolutionary biology professor Paul quotes in the book: “One of the hardest parts of science is coming up with new questions. Where do fresh new ideas come from? Careful observations of nature are a great place to start” (153). Maybe this is a common perspective among scientists—but from the outside, it seemed to me like a subtle, underappreciated aspect of how the actual creation of knowledge occurs.

For me, though, the thing that really made me feel like Paul was onto something were a few hypotheticals/mini-demonstrations of the power of externalization.

Three examples come to mind: First, consider the way people write down multiple spellings of a word to see which “looks right,” or rearrange scrabble tiles to come up with new letter combinations. (Check and check.) Second, consider: “when you step into your shower at home, how do you turn on the hot water?” (59) (Personally, I find this impossible to do without simulating the motion in my head, and it’s made much easier if I mime it.) Third, my favorite little philosophy-of-mind nugget of in the entire book:


Picture a tiger, suggests philosopher Daniel Dennett in a classic thought experiment; imagine in detail its eyes, its nose, its paws, its tail. Following a few moments of conjuring, we may feel we’ve summoned up a fairly complete image. Now, says Dennett, answer this question: How many stripes does the tiger have? Suddenly the mental picture that had seemed so solid becomes maddeningly slippery. If we had drawn the tiger on paper, of course, counting its stripes would be a straightforward task.        (153)



If these last three examples don’t convince you that the mind is, in a very tangible sense, extendable, I don’t know what will.

A Brief Rant About Framing

My only overarching critique of the book: As I was reading, I couldn’t help but think that mind extension isn’t quite the right phrase to encompass the various phenomena Paul describes. It’s not as if we’re able to literally merge with some external neural network, after all, like how in (the movie) Avatar, the blue alien people are able to plug into their tree god or (I am so sorry…) do that weird sex thing with their hair tentacles.

Instead, my main takeaway from the book is that our minds aren’t so much reaching out as they are pulling in outside/less centralized resources. (The Acquisitive Mind? The Extractive Mind?) Obviously this framing isn’t quite as provocative as the original title, but I don’t think it detracts from any of the evidence Paul lays out. In fact, I’d argue it’s much more consistent with Paul’s own brain-as-magpie analogy than “extended” is.

Maybe this is a distinction without a difference, or I’m just straw-manning her argument, but it tripped me up in places. In “Thinking with Our Sensations” [emphasis mine], for example, it seems like there’s a desire to say that when we’re aware of our heartbeat—a common measure of interoception—our heart is, in a pretty literal sense, doing the thinking. I just don’t buy it. By contrast, I’m quite interested in the (slightly weaker) claim that cognition works better when it utilizes sense data and inputs from the peripheral nervous system, or something like that. In short, I think there’s a bit of motte-and-bailey action going on with the extended mind thesis—but the motte is still really cool and worthy of attention:

[image: ]

(Note that even without any theory of extension, “the mind” is probably a slightly more expansive term than “brain”? At least I think it is, which is why I represented it that way. On the basis of the book’s introduction, I imagined a radical expansion of my conceptualization of the mind. The actual evidence, however, felt more like a major cognitive science evolution than a true revolution.)

If anyone is guilty of overextending the concept of extending, it’s Andy Clark, the coiner of the term. In his OG 1998 paper, for example, Clark writes, “the human organism is linked with an external entity in a two-way interaction, creating a coupled system that can be seen as a cognitive system in its own right.”

But is a “coupled…cognitive system” the same thing as a mind? I guess we can define words however we want, but to me this feels like referring to a bank account as a “financial system” because money goes in and out of it, or to a person as a “social system” because they interact with the rest of society. (Clark actually goes there, too, speculating about an “extended self” at the end of the paper.)

In a thought experiment—about a notebook-carrying amnesic and a neurotypical person who occasionally doesn’t have access to their own memories, as in sleep or heavy intoxication—Clark argues that there is no meaningful difference between an internal and external process for retrieving information, so long as it is reliable. To insist on this distinction, he argues, would result in an “unnatural” way of speaking and “complicates the explanation unnecessarily.”

So basically: The mind is in fact extended because it would sound awkward to describe it more accurately!? That seems like a pretty weak argument to me. If we want to use “thinking” as a shorthand for “external processes relevant to cognition” (the same way we might say that the owner of a house “built” it, rather than, e.g., “hired a bunch of construction workers and paid for all the materials that went into making it”; or that electrons “like” or “want” certain configurations), then fine! I’m all for it in everyday conversation. But if we’re trying to describe what’s literally going on with the mind and study it scientifically, I’m having a hard time getting behind “extended.”

Paul—whether because she’s uninterested, is writing for a nonacademic audience, or has made the (probably correct) assessment that it’s just not worth getting into all this—mostly avoids parsing definitions. For her “the extended mind” works more like a Christmas tree on which to hang her evidence—ornaments whose coherence stems more from general patterns that can be observed in the mind’s functioning than rigorous philosophical debate. As writer Larissa MacFarquhar observes in her profile of Andy Clark: “this isn’t really a factual claim [about the mind]; clearly, you can make a case either way. No, it’s more a way of thinking about what sort of creature a human is.”

Why/How Do Mental Extensions Actually Work?

Part of the reason this book struck a chord: I’ve spent most of my career as a high school English teacher. Naturally, this led me to look for the pedagogical implications in Paul’s work, both implicit and explicit.

Effective instruction is notoriously difficult to measure—let alone replicate—and for good reason: The classroom is a mess of weird incentives, ranging abilities, and raging hormones. If you think of your own favorite teachers growing up, you’ll probably observe that each of them was great in a fairly distinct way; that is, they found a unique set of solutions for working through these competing considerations. (This isn’t to say there isn’t any generalizable advice for educators, of course.)

Unfortunately the messiness of the classroom means that while The Extended Mind raises a number of valuable pedagogical questions, actual best practices are still sometimes elusive. This is because—and here we reach a really important issue that generalizes beyond the classroom—prioritizing one kind of mental extension sometimes requires sacrificing another, or at least not optimizing for it. In his interview with Paul about the book, for example, journalist Ezra Klein raises the following contradiction:


The locus of economic and to some degree idea generation is going more and more towards agglomerations of people. It’s not like per person rural areas are wildly more productive than urban ones. And it seems to me there is some tension between how clear the research seems to be that nature is good for our minds and how clear the actual patterns of economic and creative growth are that being around a lot of other people in a concrete jungle is good for idea generation and human organization and economic organization. How do you reconcile those?



Paul counters that “even within cities and suburbs, there’s a really unequal distribution of access to green areas and green spaces”—which is fair enough. But I’m compelled by the critique implicit in Klein’s question: How can we hope to practice effective mind extension without a clear understanding of which tools/techniques will give us the best bang for our buck? In other words, we need a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanisms in order to create good economic/education policy.

Paul, of course, is very interested in this question, too: One of her overt goals is to shed light on an understudied topic, and she devotes a considerable amount of effort to explaining what exactly she believes is happening in each of her examples. Among the most persuasive of these explanations is what is known as mental offloading: the use of gestures, drawing, or writing to free up space in working memory. (One example: temporarily holding a sum on your fingers to aid with mental math.)

This kind of logic—i.e., that different technologies/extensions offer different affordances to a resource-strapped brain—is one that runs throughout the book. In Paul’s argument for larger/multiple monitors, for example, explains how small screens waste precious mental bandwidth with clicking, scrolling, and zooming. In contrast, she describes how, in one study:


[Bigger/better setups] induced participants to orient their own bodies toward the information they sought—rotating their torsos, turning their heads—thereby generating memory-enhancing mental tags as to the information’s spatial location. Significantly, the researchers noted, these cues were generated “without active effort.” Automatically noting place information is simply something we humans do.        (149)



I found this to be a really cool explanation that rang really true to experience.

In other places, however, I felt Paul/the researchers she cited were making a stronger interpretation than can actually be inferred from experimental results. In one experiment, for example, participants who brainstormed ideas while alternating between holding out both hands generated 50% more solutions than those who held out just one hand. In another from the same study, students who sat inside a cardboard box came up with 20% fewer solutions than those who sat outside of it (65).

The researchers conclude in both these cases that subjects’ improved performance is tied to unconsciously enacting a metaphor (on the one hand…on the other hand; thinking outside the box)—which, if true, is pretty amazing. But it’s not difficult to think of alternative explanations in both experiments, either. (Something something engaging both hemispheres of the brain? Maybe claustrophobia isn’t suuuper conducive to creativity? Although the researchers controlled for this, and the outside-the-box condition outperformed both the inside-the-box and non-box ones.) Still, how do we know their explanations are correct? Granted, these experiments are still a vindication of Paul’s general thesis regardless, in that movement/the environment affected cognition. I guess I would just need more examples to be convinced this is a robust phenomenon.

Also in this vein, I was skeptical about the direction Paul drew the causal arrow at times. She discusses two different “gesture gaps,” for example: boys gesture more than girls, and high-income parents gesture more than low-income parents. She concludes that this helps explain boys’ superior performance on a spatial reasoning task (82), and that “differences in the way parents gesture may thus be a little-recognized driver of educational outcomes” (74). Again, this strikes me as totally plausible—but I worry that these explanations are overly reductive, or  worse, reverse the presumed relationship.

What I was really craving, I think, were simple protocols for actually putting The Extended Mind into practice. The big picture was clear and compelling: Spend time in nature; bring other people into your creative/problem-solving process; look for opportunities to interact with knowledge on the page or in physical space. But when it came to the details of how to apply the principles, there were times I wanted more.

In “Thinking with Built Spaces,” for example, Paul makes the case against open-plan offices, explaining how they result in distraction and, counterintuitively, decrease trust and cooperation (125). Rather than constant interaction with colleagues, she argues for “intermittent collaboration”—lots of communication when clarifying the nature of a problem, then independently coming up with solutions. Paul explains:


Research finds that people who keep lines of communication perpetually open consistently generate middling solutions—nothing terrible, but nothing exceptional either. Meanwhile, people who isolate themselves during the solution-generation phase tend to come up with a few truly extraordinary solutions—along with a lot of losers.        (128)



Plainly great ideas come out of both individual and group problem-solving, so intermittent collaboration would seemingly offer the best of both worlds. But this feels like a fairly obvious point—and even though Paul does offer some guidance about when each kind of work should be prioritized, I can’t help but feel her prescription is incomplete: What is the golden ratio between individual and group work? How many people should be a part of a highly effective team? Don’t you need a collaboration protocol again at the end in order to winnow down the ideas that have been individually generated? (Reflecting on my own experience, it seems to me that it often takes more collaboration to reach a consensus than it does for everyone to get an initial grasp on the problem.) So intermittent collaboration is a great start, yes, but there are still a lot of questions to be worked through for someone actually managing the workflow of members of a team/class/office based on The Extended Mind.

Similarly, in “Thinking with Our Sensations,” Paul suggests keeping an “interoceptive journal” to measure how the outcomes of important decisions track with bodily experienced at the moment when said decisions were made:


Once you know how a particular decision turned out—Did the investment make money? Did the new hire work out? Was the out-of-town trip a good idea?—you can return to the record of the moment when you made that choice. Over time, you may perceive that these moments arrange themselves into a pattern. Perhaps you’ll see in retrospect that you experienced a constriction in your chest when you contemplated a course of action that would, in fact, have led to disappointment—but that you felt something subtly different, a lifting and opening of the ribcage, when you considered an approach that would prove successful.        (32)



I’m skeptical this could work. It’s not that I don’t believe bodily awareness has value—just that this seems like a really noisy environment: one where it’s hard to imagine an individual could ever gather enough reliable data to actually draw the kinds of conclusions Paul is suggesting. I might find it plausible with less subjective metrics, like heart rate or cortisol levels or whatever—but even that seems like it could be pretty chaotic.

Here, I think, we get to the crux of the issue with trying to explain why/how the extended mind works: The greater a role in cognition we grant to the environment, the more variables there are to contend with. This doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try to leverage mental extensions and understand how they work, of course; but it does mean that Paul’s model of the mind—while probably more accurate—is also inherently messier and harder to study systematically. And while I don’t necessarily fault her for being unable to provide a perfect account/application of every principle, I’m not any less interested in knowing the answer.

Looping Back

Let me attempt to recap, and bring together, these various strands by way of another great anecdote from the book, about the physicist Richard Feynman:


In a post-Nobel interview with the historian Charles Weiner, Weiner referred in passing to a batch of Feynman’s original notes and sketches, observing that the materials represented “a record of the day-to-day work” done by the physicist. Instead of simply assenting to Weiner’s remark, Feynman reacted with unexpected sharpness.

“I actually did the work on paper,” he said.

“Well,” Weiner replied, “the work was done in your head, but the record of it is still here.”

Feynman wasn’t having it.

“No, it’s not a record, not really. It’s working. You have to work on paper and this is the paper. Okay?”        (158)



On the one hand, this story fits perfectly with the core claim of The Extended Mind: Feynman’s notes are clearly more than just a “record.” It’s as if Weiner had looked at a ditch Feynman dug and called a shovel the “record” of his labor—you can understand why someone would be annoyed by the implication.

But again, there’s a distinction between identifying a key medium or mechanism for thinking and saying the thing is thinking itself; I can’t help but feel that distinction matters. Even Andy Clark, whom Paul quotes in her exegesis here, says: “Feynman was actually thinking on the paper. The loop through pen and paper is part of the physical machinery responsible for the shape of the flow of thoughts and ideas that we take, nonetheless, to be distinctively those of Richard Feynman” [underline mine (italics in original)] (158). Just look at the verbal gymnastics Clark is doing to avoid saying writing = thinking! (Instead we get something like: thinking + paper = writing; or, thinking + writing = cognitive machinery.)

What this quote does introduce, however, is an extremely useful concept embedded in The Extended Mind: the idea of cognitive loops. Though Paul has, in a way, been making a case for this phenomenon throughout, she does not address cognitive loops head-on (excluding Clark’s brief reference above) until the conclusion of the book. For me this was where the whole framework finally snapped into clear focus without my getting hung up on semantics at all. I almost wish she’d started with it:


[W]hen computer scientists develop artificial intelligence systems, they don’t design machines that compute for a while, print out the results, inspect what they have produced, add some marks in the margin, circulate copies among colleagues, and then start the process again. That’s not how computers work—but it is how we work; we are “intrinsically loopy creatures,” as Clark likes to say. Something about our biological intelligence benefits from being rotated in and out of internal and external modes of cognition, from being passed among brain, body, and world. This means we should resist the urge to shunt our thinking along the linear path appropriate to a computer—input, output, done—and instead allow it to take a more winding route.        (247)



What would make “the loopy mind” an improvement on “the extended mind”?

First, as I’ve been arguing throughout, I think this is just a fundamentally truer reflection of the way our brains work: Loopy does a better job of capturing the science Paul lays out. Second, I think it’s a more fertile analogy and source of research questions: While extension emphasizes the world that is outside the brain, loops emphasizes both the world and the way the world is brought in; it’s more process-oriented. Third, I think loopiness helps address some of my earlier nitpicking about causality: In a (feedback) loop, it’s patently obvious that every part of cognition affects every other, and we naturally reject any explanations that propose a unidirectional relationship (e.g., gesture ↔ inequality; not gesture → inequality).

Finally, if it’s not obvious, I really felt the applicability of loops in the course of writing this review, and had a lot of fun employing many of Paul’s techniques: This is a text that invites speculation and repeatedly chewing on ideas—turning them over in your mind, examining them from multiple angles, seeing where they crop up in your own life in unexpected places. In this sense, the book is a profound success.

Overall Assessment

The Extended Mind is an exceptionally clear, informative book whose thesis slightly overpromises in philosophical terms, but nevertheless offers a remarkable array of examples and empirical research; sometimes, the breadth of this evidence makes it difficult to know how to best apply it.

Ultimately, I recommend the book not simply for its educational value (although I learned a ton!) but for how well it captures the phenomenological experience of consciousness: As Paul argues, the human mind is not a machine sealed in a box—it is a dynamic process of assembly, constantly and iteratively constructing reality in every waking moment.






The Fall of Robespierre: 24 Hours in Revolutionary Paris by Colin Jones

Historian Colin Jones focuses on twenty four hours in 1794 Paris to describe the sudden, unexpected fall of Maximilian Robespierre during the French Revolution.

It is a significant risk to focus on a single event in a single city in a single day.  Particularly as it takes Jones over 450 pages of narrative to do it.  The outcome, however, is profoundly satisfying.  The players, their actions and impacts are shown rather than told.  You meet real people going about their day, who react as they are swept into unexpected and extraordinary events.  The result is a complex and deep understanding of not just one dramatic day of many produced by the French Revolution, but also the universals of humans responding as best they can to fear, uncertainty, stress and excitement.

I struggle to do justice to Jones’ book.  Perhaps it’s like before the label impressionist was invented, having seen your first impressionist painting.  You can not escape the sensation and try to tell a friend that they have to see it.  ‘What is it of?’ asks the friend.  ‘A pond, with lily pads,’ you reply.  Your friend is unimpressed.  ‘But you have to see it!  The painter didn’t actually paint the pond, or the water, or the lily pads.  Yet they are there!’  You babble on about objects not painted, but emerging from light and reflection.  Only when your friend sees the painting do they get what you were trying to say.  Then it is their turn to struggle to explain.

The French Revolution was a Cambrian explosion of firsts, a crazy mix of inspiring and appalling.  It was an accidental human laboratory, without rules or safety protocols.  From its uninhibited experimentation about how humans could organize themselves also came disturbing lessons about how human power flowed.  Much of what happened is so unexpected that, were it fiction, it would be difficult to believe.

Yet, it is history.  It actually did happen.  And among the many dramatic events of the French Revolution is the sudden, stunning fall of Maximilian Robespierre.

At noon on 9 Thermidor, year II (July 27, 1794) Robespierre was the most powerful man in France.  The next afternoon, he was beheaded by the institution he had built, grown and assiduously kept nurtured with victims.

Though many feared Robespierre and many also wished him dead, no one expected his precipitous fall that day.  Yet the fumbling actions of the people of Paris and hundreds of elites stumbled across each other, superimposing to bring down Robespierre.

‘I arrest you, in the name of the people’

Jacques-Claude Bernard, Paris municipal Councillor

‘And I arrest you, in the name of the National Convention.’

response from the unnamed militiaman threatened with arrest

As the day unfolded, the participants became increasingly aware that something significant was happening.  As a clear winner and loser emerged and the winners sought to consolidate their victory, participants raced to document their actions, maximizing the spin on their contribution to the winning side and downplaying any contribution to the loser.  The result was that Paris on July 27, 1794 became what may be the single best documented day of the eighteenth century.

The sheer volume, richness and diversity of original source material allows Colin Jones to risk approaching Paris that day in tiny patches of space and time.  As the splotches of colour in an impressionist painting emerge into scenes, so too does the story of Robespierre’s fall emerge, moment by moment, in all its confusion and ultimate decisiveness.  In so emerging, it becomes clear that it could easily have gone the other way.  Robespierre triumphant, his power further strengthened, his newly revealed enemies dead the next day at the guillotine.  Yet it was Robespierre dead at the guillotine that history records as the inevitable outcome.

The pond with lily pads version of the fall of Robespierre is that on July 27, 1794, Robespierre was the most recognized and influential person on the Committee of Public Safety that ran the government of Revolutionary France.  France was in the middle of what would later be called The Reign of Terror as the Revolutionary government, fighting for its life, was desperately eliminating perceived enemies as fast as it could find them.  At noon, Robespierre was to give a speech to the National Convention, the body of France’s elected representatives, that would further elaborate his vision for the Revolution’s next stage.  Before Robespierre could begin speaking, an already discredited Deputy dramatically and brazenly interrupts.  The interruption snowballs, picked up by other Deputies.  By early afternoon, the Convention had voted the arrest of Robespierre.

For leaders of the government of Paris, the arrest of Robespierre was proof now visible of a vast underground conspiracy against the gains of the Revolution.  They mobilized Paris’ militias and began rallying in Robespierre’s support.  Confusion reigned as soldiers began facing off against each other across the city.  Conflicting narratives spread across Paris, competing for dominance.

“...large amounts of false news circulate from the centre of Paris...”

Journal des Hommes libres

With some soldiers changing sides multiple times, eventually the militias coalesce in favour of the Convention narrative.  Robespierre is arrested, forcibly freed from arrest and finally forcibly re-arrested by soldiers, some of whom had freed him hours before.  Robespierre and dozens of Parisian elites who rallied against his arrest went to the guillotine.  From the events of 9 Thermidor, Robespierre’s faction the Jacobins effectively lost control of the revolutionary government.  In what became known as the Thermidorian Reaction, the new government took a very different approach to continuing the revolution.

On one level, that is the story.  But if that is your understanding, do you really understand?  It is sobering, on digging, how we know so little of even what we thought we knew.  ‘How does a toilet flush?’  ‘Well, you pull the handle and the stuff in the bowl disappears and is replaced by the water from the tank.’  ‘Yes, but how does that work?’  For most of us, that is the point where we realize the limits of what we thought we understood.  On deeper inspection, the bulk of what we believe we know are things we don’t actually understand.

Toyota’s famous ‘five whys’ is meant as a systematic method to usefully break the assumption that we understand something. The car does not start.  Why?  The battery is dead.  Why?  The alternator is not working.  Why? The alternator belt is broken.  Why?  It was well beyond its useful life.  Why?  It had not been replaced at the end of its useful life.  Lesson: learn the useful life of the alternator belt and, when it reaches that point, proactively replace it.

Five was Toyota’s arbitrary number.  It can be whys all the way down.  Toyota’s main point was that it pays to dig deeper.  Doing so systematically gets you to a more complete, more satisfying and, most importantly, a more useful understanding.

9 Thermidor year II was a near run thing.  Decisions made, or not made, that in the moment may have seemed small, or obvious, or not even recognized as decisions at all, resulted in people going to the guillotine or being saved from it.  Similarly small changes, well below the level of conventional history, could have resulted in the day being a triumph for Robespierre.  Instead, it was Robespierre and his most dedicated allies who were condemned and executed.

Through Colin Jones’ slow motion and freeze frame micro-description of that day as it develops across Paris, the reader gets deep into the layer of whys about how Robespierre fell and, from that, understands how the day’s outcome could have been very different.  In so doing, there are profound insights about the French Revolution, how human power flows and moving looks at real people acting in the face of extreme uncertainty when their life, or the life of someone they care about, is on the line.  Jones’ deep, meticulous approach shows that anything less puts you at ‘the car wouldn’t start’ level of explaining.

'Don't be alarmed.  The majority of the Convention is pure.  I have nothing to fear.'


Robespierre to his landlord on the morning of July 27th as he departs for the Convention to give his speech.  His landlord has just warned him he's been hearing about plots within the Convention brewing against Robespierre.



One way to start the story is with the spark.  The interruption of Robespierre’s speech to the National Convention, done with maximum drama by twenty seven year old Jean Lambert Tallien.

Tallien was a Deputy in the Convention, of no import and already under a cloud.  He was, however, madly in love.  The love of his life, twenty year old Thérésa Cabarrus, is in prison, due to go before a revolutionary tribunal at any day.  In Robespierre’s Paris of summer 1794, prisoners who went before the tribunal were almost always quickly found guilty and sent to the guillotine that afternoon.

‘The Police Administrator has just left.  He came to announce that tomorrow I will go before the Revolutionary Tribunal, which means the scaffold.  This isn’t at all like the dream I had last night.  In it Robespierre no longer existed and the prisons were open.  But thanks to your obvious cowardice, there soon will be no one left in France capable of making my dream come true.’


Thérésa Cabarrus’ note to Tallien smuggled from prison July 26th, the day before Robespierre’s fall



The note decides it for Tallien.  He has already been publicly denounced by Robespierre.  He is being tailed by Robespierre’s agents and his arrest is inevitable.  Tallien is default dead and knows it.  Unless something significant changes, he will soon be at the guillotine.  Worse, the love of his life will die there a few days before him and he faces the prospect of going to his death having done nothing to save her.  Though he has almost no chance of succeeding, tomorrow is the day he must try.  Of course he will fail, but how can he go to the guillotine knowing he did not try?  He will use the time until then to maximize the chances of success.  If he does not flinch and prepares well, perhaps he can take his chances from none all the way to slim.  At least then, if he fails, he can face the blade with a smile.

One of the effects of Jones’ adept use of source material and the discipline of describing the micro events of that twenty four hours in Paris is the vivid introduction to numerous exceptional characters who leap off the page.  Several of the quotes are shown in the book’s illustrations as the original documents, in the participants’ own handwriting.

Extraordinary events are a crucible which produces extraordinary people.  The source material, as arrayed by Jones’, lets you feel as if you are meeting them yourself, in real time.  In the case of Tallien and Cabarrus, what happened to them?  With the book respecting its boundaries of a twenty four hour period, and still clocking in at over 450 pages of narrative, to know more of the story beyond that day you have to stop reading from time to time to hit wikipedia.  The urge to do so is sometimes overwhelming.

‘One could not be more sumptuously unclothed’ (Il n’est pas possible de s’exposer plus somptueusement)


Talleyrand, another of the French Revolution’s extraordinary creations, commenting on seeing Cabarrus attending the opera in a thin sleeveless silk dress and no undergarments



For instance, from Cabarrus’ note to Tallien, not only do you glimpse a forceful personality but suspect that her feelings for him aren’t quite as strong as his feelings for her.  Plus, how on earth does a twenty year old woman end up headed for the guillotine?

So, after some trips to wikipedia to supplement what Jones provides, you learn that:


	Cabarrus is the daughter of an aristocrat who says what she thinks and does what she wants.  She is no fan of the Revolution, or of Robespierre.  Robespierre and his supporters would get rid of all of the aristocrats if they could.  They hold that their privilege is unearned and that not only do they contribute nothing to France, extracting their wealth from the people who do produce, they are actively trying to bring down the Revolution.  Cabarrus meets Tallien while he is assigned to Bordeaux, nominated by the Jacobins to represent the Convention and ensure all enemies of the Revolution in Bordeaux go to the guillotine.  Through Cabarrus’ interventions with Tallien, many are saved.  So many, in fact, that after Robespierre’s fall she is given the moniker Notre-Dame des Bonsecours ("Our Lady of Salvation").  Tallien, however, has excused so many from the guillotine that he is recalled from Bordeaux, expelled from the Jacobin club and publicly condemned by Robespierre for moderation.  Cabarrus herself is arrested.



‘..humanity and moderation parading as justice is a crime.‘


Robespierre




	Though Tallien gets Cabarrus released from prison later that very day, the historical record is silent on what happened between them that night.  However, Tallien and a pregnant Cabarrus are married that December.  Unique among Cabarrus’ children, civil records discretely avoid recording the date of their first child’s birth.  Cabarrus has four children during their marriage. Tallien is the father of only the first.  They divorce.  An eighteenth century version of an internet celebrity, post-release Cabarrus runs a famous Paris salon and has dalliances with an impressive list of French elite, including Napoleon.



'I will not visit Madame Cabarrus.'


Excited about a visit to Paris in one of the rare, brief periods of peace between Britain and France in this period, Henrietta Ponsonby, Countess of Bessborough, reassures her similarly well-bred friends[1].  Madame Cabarrus must have been quite disappointed.



These extra details are from the internet/wikipedia, yet Colin Jones’ skilful presentation of the original source material lets you see not only the cumulative impact of the past, but also the thinly visible lines of the future.  The hints at a rich back story behind Cabarrus’ note from prison being one of many examples.

‘Be prudent as I’ll be brave and above all stay calm.’


Tallien’s quick reply to Cabarrus’ note, smuggled to her in prison



Even though he is under suspicion, for the moment he is still a Deputy.  As such, Tallien can be a spark in the midst of the Convention.  However, for one spark to catch fire there needs to be a lot of dry kindling.  Is there?

After scribbling his reply to Cabarrus’ note, Tallien works the lodgings of potential Convention allies.  As is the case of Robespierre’s own lodgings, most are clustered within walking distance of the Convention.  Now heedless of being tailed and the risk of informers, Tallien interrupts dinners and meetings and openly says he will dramatically condemn Robespierre at the Convention the next day before Robespierre can even start speaking.  He implores other Deputies to follow his lead once he has exposed himself.  However, to meaningfully alter the terrible odds against him, Tallien does not have nearly enough time, nor know nearly enough Deputies.

As Colin Jones shows however, there is plenty of dry kindling beyond what Tallien could generate.  Such is the fear of arrest and execution that all give ostentatious outward signs of support for Robespierre and his policies.  While the fear of arbitrary arrest and execution has silenced all overt criticism, there is much private muttering that the arrests and decapitations have gone too far.  Robespierre and his allies suspect that many who claim to support them really do not.  Though they do not hesitate to send people to the guillotine when suspicions reach a certain level, it is difficult to determine who is a true supporter and who is just faking it.

For Robespierre and his allies, this is life or death for the Revolution.  The Revolution is trying to build a better, fairer world, grounded in individual rights and free from unearned privilege.  So much has already been accomplished, yet it is all so fragile and could come undone so quickly.  The enemies of the Revolution mass outside its borders, openly planning its overthrow.  Internal enemies conspire to reverse the Revolution’s achievements.  There is no time for niceties.  To proceed at a stately pace is to risk everything.

‘Terror without virtue is destructive; virtue without terror is impotent.  Terror is only prompt, severe and inflexible justice; it thus flows from virtue.’


Robespierre



While very few now risked their necks with outward shows of disagreement, the Paris of summer 1794 is full of many creative and less overt signs that there is disagreement.  For instance, in the heavily censored press there is typographical resistance.  Roberspierre was a frequent typo (an allusion to a failed assassin of Louis XV).  Next level typographical errors let you make your criticism twice, once with the typo and again with the apologetic correction the next day.  In a particularly clever error, typographers in the Abréviateur universel, covering one of Robespierre’s speeches, ‘carelessly mixed up’ the French verbes faire and taire.  ‘It was we who made false denunciations’ was deeply regretted and ostentatiously corrected the next day with ‘It was we who silenced false denunciations.’

‘by the emphatic applause they bestow on particular passages of the pieces represented at the theatre, they convey to the monarch the sentiments of the nation respecting the measures of his government’


John Moore, Scottish visitor to Paris in 1779, explaining the Paris theatre



Playing at the Théâtre de la république July 27th is a play, approved by censors, on the tyrant Roman emperor Nero and his overthrow by valiant defenders of liberty.  Paris actors were masters of the artful pause after a certain line, turning to the audience with an exaggerated arch of a heavily made up eyebrow.  Thus, for those in the audience, the delicious epiphany that the bloody tyrant to be overthrown for liberty wasn’t Nero.  Theatres could push the limits too far, as was the case for Chénier’s Timoléon which had its approval withdrawn when the censor, at one of the rehearsals, noticed that the actor playing one of the villains bore a striking resemblance to Robespierre. [2]

The cumulative impact of the arrests and executions leaves no clear pattern.  While a healthy share of aristocrats, merchants, nuns and priests are going to the guillotine, so too have a disturbing number of people with seemingly stellar revolutionary credentials.  Many even shout ‘Vive la Revolution!’ as the blade descends.

For instance Camille Desmoulins, a Convention deputy with a strong revolutionary pedigree.  Robespierre and Desmoulins were schoolmates.  Robespierre was godfather to Desmoulins’ son and best man at his wedding, yet Robespierre sent him to the guillotine.  When Desmoulins’ wife protested, Robespierre had her guillotined as well.  You could festoon yourself with tricolour sashes and enthusiastically shout ‘Vive la Revolution!’ 24/7/365 and still not get to a level of protection that Camille Desmoulins ought to have had.  Admittedly, in hindsight Desmoulins was probably more outspoken than he should have been about the pace and process of arrests and executions, but if he wasn’t safe, who was?

The immediate contributor to the dry kindling is an alarming speech given by Robespierre to the Convention the day before, the day of Cabarrus’ note to Tallien.  In it, Robespierre describes a vast conspiracy and indicates he will shortly expose a group of traitors to the revolution within the Convention itself.  Stunned murmuring spreads across the Convention as deputies wonder whether their name might be on that list.  Robespierre viciously attacks a few Deputies directly and continues his attacks that night in a fiery and much cheered speech at his political base, the Jacobin club.  Tallien, at least, has some Deputies to start with.

Robespierre promises more information in a follow-up speech to the Convention the next day, July 27th.  Working Convention deputies right up to the last minute, it is just as Robespierre’s speech is being introduced that Tallien brazenly and ostentatiously interrupts.

‘This is the moment’


Jean Lambert Tallien, outside the Convention hall, on hearing the proceedings start inside, interrupts his discussion with Montagnard Deputy Goupilleau de Montaigu, turns and resolutely strides into the Convention.



There is universal surprise in the Hall at Tallien’s entry, planned for maximum drama.  His spark catches fire as other members pick up the discussion.  However, there is no coordination, no plan.  Other than Tallien and the few who know of his planned intervention, everyone is taken by surprise.  Everyone is improvising.

Another benefit of the tight focus on twenty four hours is how, at extreme close-up, 1794 Paris comes alive.  It is a city that never sleeps, teeming with activity at all hours, a never ending Jane Jacobs street ballet.  Apartments are dark, cramped and stuffy.  Shops and workshops open onto the street.  Being on the street allows one to participate in social life, observe happenings and share gossip.  The streets bustle with pedestrians, carts and horses, intermingling at walking speed.  Those stationary and those moving actively observe each other, speaking freely, asking questions, replying, shouting information, making comments.

News travels orally along the streets, a kind of an eighteenth century oral twitter, memes spreading and evolving throughout the city before being formally confirmed by the newspapers and broadsheets in print the next day.

Word is beginning to spread.  Robespierre is under grievous attack in the Convention!

Despite his many attempts over hours, Robespierre is simply not allowed to speak to defend himself.  His own tactic of refusing his targets in the Convention the opportunity to speak is now being used against him as Convention deputies improvise working in relays to continue the anti-Robespierre invective.  They manage to out relay even Robespierre’s allies in the Convention.  It is not just Tallien who now believes their life depends on bringing Robespierre down.

‘I do not wish to share the disgrace of this decree.  I also wish to be arrested.’


Philippe Le Bas, Convention Deputy and close ally of Robespierre



In an attempt to reverse the discussion’s momentum, Robespierre’s brother Augustine, also a Convention deputy, says that if the true friend of the people Robespierre is an enemy of the Revolution, then he must be an enemy as well.  Too many have now followed Tallien’s lead and can not afford to let the momentum slacken.  The relay of interventions blocking Robespierre continues and the Convention duly adds Augustine’s name.  Philippe Le Bas, a Deputy and close ally of Robespierre, despite being restrained by a friend behind him, in another futile attempt to reverse the momentum, breaks free of his friend’s grip and demands his name also be added to the list.  This sets a pattern, and the Convention adds the names of more Robespierre allies to the list of those to be arrested.

In the early hours the following morning, as the Paris militias coalescing around the Convention narrative becomes unstoppable, rather than be apprehended for the guillotine, Le Bas commits suicide.  That at least permits him to be buried in a cemetery instead of being thrown into a pit as a headless corpse.  For three days his dog whimpers at his grave.

Meanwhile, for Robespierre and his allies, the long suspected plot is now in the open.  This is exactly what they have been warning about!  Secret enemies of the Revolution, mouthing words of support, have thrown off their cloaks and revealed themselves.

News of what is going on in the Convention has by now percolated along the streets to Paris City Hall.  Paris’ Mayor, hearing that something is going on, steps out of a municipal council meeting to learn more.

The city of Paris is proud of the role it has played in the Revolution.  Its people and militias, multiple times, have gone to the streets to defend the Revolution and to help it advance.  The leaders of Paris’ government know what they must do.  The enemies of the Revolution have struck and the City is already hours behind.  The Revolution is under threat!   When the Mayor steps back into the council meeting, the agenda of new uniforms for firemen, cemetery reform and drainage issues is immediately suspended.  The new agenda is the mobilization to purge the enemies of the Revolution from the Convention.

The headquarters of Paris’ militia, the Paris National Guard, is adjacent to Paris City Hall.  Mobilization is ordered and orders start going out to the sectional HQs, from where they will eventually flow to individual guardsmen, Paris’ militia.  Whether it is baking bread, fixing shoes or another of the scores of occupations across Paris, guardsmen are currently in their regular civilian roles, unaware of the storm rising.  Supplementing the orders mobilizing the militia, the bell above City Hall begins ringing, sounding the alarm.

On receipt of orders, individual guardsmen will drop what they are doing, return to their homes to put on their uniforms, pick up their weapons and then assemble at their local mustering point for further instruction.  They will do this as active participants, immersed in Paris’ street ballet, hearing, considering and contributing to the news that has already begun flowing orally along the streets.  It may be the city government that is mobilizing them, but it won’t necessarily be in response to the orders of the city government that they point their weapons.

'The raising of shields can only be the prelude to evil intent.'


Île de la Cité district Revolutionary Committee is suspicious of the call to mobilize.



'We don't care a fuck about your proclamation!'


response of the crowd as Convention officers, outside the Jacobin Club, attempt to post a proclamation with the Convention's ‘properly vetted and fact checked’ view of events



The City government has every reason to believe they will be able to purge the Convention.  It worked on May 31st the previous year when Robespierre and the Jacobins used the National Guard to purge the Convention of the Girondins.  The only armed force in Paris is the National Guard, which the City is currently mobilizing.  The leader of the Paris militia, firmly committed to the City, has already sent forces to the Convention hall.  More will soon be available.

There are now two competing narratives spreading out across Paris.  In each, the Revolution is threatened by its enemies.  Armed force is assembling and will have to choose which narrative to back.  But which narrative will triumph?

‘The General is a hopeless idiot.  You’d do well to go off to the National Treasury Building.’ [that is, François Hanriot, the head of the Paris National Guard who is leading the pro-Robespierre forces, is an idiot, so you definitely don’t want to pick that side.  If that’s not enough to convince you, you could cleverly hedge by taking your soldiers off to a place that the winning side, whichever it turns out to be, will thank you for protecting.]


Pierre-François Vincent, an officer in National Guard HQ, advising a confused militia officer colleague about which side to take.   When Vincent learned that his Commanding Officer, François Hanriot, was leading the pro-Robespierre armed forces, he immediately decided for the Convention.

Leadership lesson: When you know your boss doesn’t have what it takes, you do not trust them with your life.  François Hanriot, ostensible and inconsistent leader of the pro-Robespierre forces mobilizing, provides a steady stream of examples throughout the day about how not to be a leader as well as how soldiers respond when they neither trust nor respect their commanding officer.



With Jones’ treatment you see the competing narratives flow across the city, evolving and wrestling for dominance.  Puzzled individuals try to make sense of what is going on and make the right decisions, fully aware of the consequences of choosing badly.  As the conflicting stories collide, mobilizing militia choose sides.  Soldiers, later, sometimes revisit their earlier choices.  Some soldiers change sides multiple times.

At this point my review is only about half way through the book, yet I am acutely aware of having ignored most of the story and bypassed so much rich complexity.  Even when I have chosen an example, I have skipped important connecting details and do not go as deep down into the layers of whys as Colin Jones does so well.  Consider it my attempt to give a feeling for a pond with lily pads, impressionist style.

Unexpected lessons and insights abound from Jones’ approach.  It is deeply satisfying to watch people’s individual actions, each small and logical, combining into much larger results that no one would have predicted and otherwise would have made no sense.  At the same time, you feel as if you are meeting these people and living in that time in a way that would otherwise not be possible.

While Jones is suitably cautious with the source material, there were a few minor areas in the book where I trusted the sources less than he did.  At some points I just couldn’t shake the feeling that the sources were serving their interests at the expense of strict accuracy.

Immediately after the day, the winners commissioned two major inquiries into what happened.   Before Robespierre fell, no one opposed him.  The day after he fell, everyone had been against him all along.  The new government, Tallien included, had been heavily implicated in excesses that could now be conveniently dumped on the dead Robespierre and his closest allies.  The heavily compromised winners were at haste to execute Robespierre and his allies as quickly as possible, giving them no opportunity to speak.  It was equally imperative that they control what was recorded as history.

'Come into the hall and witness the triumph of the friends of liberty.  By this evening, Robespierre will be no more!'


Montagnard Deputy Goupilleau de Montaigu's ‘recollection’ of Tallien's remarks to him before striding into the Convention to interrupt Robespierre.  To be clear, I find this recollection highly suspect, though particularly useful for Montaigu and the post-Robespierre government writing up the story of the events.  It also does not at all sound like that day’s Tallien we otherwise see so much of in the story.



For instance, Montagnard Deputy Goupilleau de Montaigu.  Let me pause by saying that, before this book, I didn’t even know there was such a thing as a Montagnard Deputy, let alone melodramatic story teller extraordinaire Goupilleau de Montaigu.  Deputy Montaigu has some great lines in the book.  I loved them!  At the same time, some of his lines seemed off.  They felt less like what happened and more like what Montaigu told the gang at the bar three days later, and then every week after for the rest of his life.

Deputy Montaigu’s stories were flattering to the living and condemned those villains now dead.  As a Montagnard Deputy, the Directory needed his support in building a governing coalition post-Robespierre.  Given how on point his stirring and dramatic recounting was to the narrative the post-Robespierre government was trying to solidify, there was every reason to make liberal use of his colourful and flattering recollection of events in the various reports being carefully constructed to safely document the day.

It was only after Robespierre and his closest allies were safely dead that everyone left was falling all over themselves to show how they’d been against him all along.  The celebrations in Paris after Robespierre’s death was confirmed were real, as was the crowd cruelly heckling his cart as it was pulled to the guillotine.  Before Robespierre’s removal, whether disingenuous or sincere, everyone was publicly pro-Robespierre.  Those publicly opposed were dead, awaiting the guillotine or soon to be sent there.  Only three months before Camille Desmoulins went to the guillotine.  Desmoulins had far more sway than Tallien.  In the same cart as Desmoulins, Robespierre sent to the guillotine Georges Danton, one of the early titans of the Revolution.  With Robespierre’s ruthless removal of comparative moderates like Danton and Desmoulins, the pace of guillotining went into overdrive.  The first to speak out publicly and not die for it was Tallien early that afternoon.

The executed Danton had many friends, but like everyone else they only publicly broke their cowed silence after seeing the frenzy emerge in the Convention that July 27th afternoon.

‘The blood of Danton is choking you!’


Deputy Garnier de l’Aube, friend of the executed Danton, taking a turn at intervening in the Convention to deny Robespierre the opportunity to speak



‘Ah! So it is Danton you are avenging.  Cowards!  Why then did you not defend him?’


Robespierre’s reply



Robespierre’s sudden fall was a surprise to everyone.  Smart, aware people at the time assessed Robespierre as very strong.  Robespierre himself agreed.  The speed and power of the armed effort to save him, and how close it came to succeeding, shows they were not wrong.

In Jones’ careful account, despite Tallien’s last minute pitch to Montaigu, there is no record of Montaigu intervening against Robespierre in the Convention.  Though he knew their support was wavering, Robespierre had long had the support of the Montagnards.  After his well timed encounter with Tallien, Montaigu next enters the drama well into the evening, after Robespierre’s arrest, when he returns to the Convention hall from dinner and warns Deputies that the mood among the growing number of soldiers outside was very much against the Convention.

[checks wikipedia.  Ha! I knew it!]  Montaigu dies in 1823 at the age of 74.  Dying old is quite the accomplishment for someone working so close to the edge of the voracious murder machine that was the early French Revolution.  Montaigu was a survivor.  He’d not actually commit himself to the winner until it was clear.  During his dinner break, when he somehow managed to be speaking to the armed Guardsmen outside the Convention who were aggressively sharing their pro-Robespierre views, Montaigu was carefully hedging his bets.

Had the Convention fallen, Montaigu would have been there the next day with a flatteringly embellished story of him witnessing the true patriots of the city militia bravely assembling before heroically storming the Convention to remove it of traitors and, once again, saving the Revolution.

However, the pro-Robespierre forces lost.  Once absolutely certain they had lost, our affable bloviator with a talent for telling people the kind of stories about themselves they’d want to hear offered a different contribution to history.

While Montaigu survived in stirring style, he wasn’t the only one whose approach to the day was simply to maximize their chances of surviving it.  Most people took the simplest, most direct route available to them.  In the midst of one of his ill-judged fits of ‘something must be done, this is something!’, pro-Robespierre armed force commander Hanriot on horseback stopped by a group of workers repairing a road, dramatically appealed to them to defend their fatherland and galloped off.  The workers stopped, listened, shouted ‘Vive la République!’ and as Hanriot disappeared at speed, resumed repairing the road.  Most people just wanted to survive the day.

‘Me! Me!  Fucking Commander of Potatoes more like!’


attributed to Adjutant Christophe-Philippe Giot after the fact by a friend as Giot’s response to being named commander of the pro-Robespierre armed forces (as in Giot didn’t want the job, but somehow it was given to him anyway).  As part of the official accounts of the day, Giot’s friends and longtime colleagues in the Paris militia flood the official record with similar exculpatory, though wildly inconsistent, stories.  Giot escapes the guillotine.



Another minor part of Jones’ account about which I’m skeptical are the actions of First Legion Adjutant Christophe-Philippe Giot from his evening arrival at City Hall to its being over-run by pro-Convention forces shortly after midnight.

Jones constructs a plausible account of Giot as a good soldier, just trying to do his job and get through the day, swept up against his will in events larger than himself.  This is an entirely defensible resolution of source material about Giot that, as Jones himself points out, becomes a hopeless mess of contradictions from Giot’s ambiguous arrival at City Hall, aka Rebel HQ.

Giot is one of the account’s many compelling characters.  He is just working through a normal day as unexpected events rise in a crescendo around him.  There was a lottery to select guardsmen to provide security and anachronistic gravitas for one of those strange revolutionary ceremonies the next day, drilling of National Guard youth contingents on the grounds of the Temple of Supreme Being (formerly Notre-Dame Cathedral) and a tour of guard duty at Temple prison.  Then somehow, Giot ends up at City Hall, pro-Robespierre HQ, and with the temporary disappearance of Hanriot, is even named commander of the armed forces loyal to the pro-Robespierre faction.

While we will never know definitively what happened with Adjutant Giot at City Hall, two facts leapt out.

First, despite the mess of contradictions in the historical reports, they are eerily consistent in the one dimension that mattered.  Giot was not a supporter of the pro-Robespierre forces.  I couldn’t escape the uncanny feeling that this was a 1794 version of the report after a police shooting where all the officers, including the ones who weren’t there, swear on oath that they saw the suspect pull a gun.

Giot was a decorated veteran with thirty five years of service.  It is clear from Jones’ account that he was a soldier’s soldier.  Eighteenth century soldiers stood in the line, beside their colleagues, facing death.  ‘Stand by me’ had literal meaning.  Their entire training and value system was that you stood fast by your colleague, no matter what.  Giot’s colleagues stood by him, exactly as he had undoubtedly stood by them numerous times and could be utterly depended on to do so again.  Heedless of their stories falling all over themselves with contradictions, or whether or not they had even been there, the armed men of France’s thin blue line were going to put into the record whatever they needed to put that meant Giot would not go to the guillotine.

Second striking fact.  In the three days it took to decapitate the losers in the urgent rush of executions that started the next day, only one of the executed was a soldier.  One!  Yet, the entire day was ultimately decided by the soldiers choosing a side.  In getting to their decisions via the 1794 Paris street ballet oral discussion forums, it is clear from Jones’ account that many soldiers were keen supporters of the pro-Robespierre faction.  The pro-Robespierre forces were so strong that with more competent military leadership, they probably would have won.  Many soldiers were far more implicated in the pro-Robespierre side than many of the civilians executed, yet only one soldier went to the guillotine.

The executed soldier, François Hanriot, was impossible to save.  He received multiple direct orders from the Convention, which he openly defied.  With characteristic poor judgement, leaving his men outside he rushed into the Convention in an expletive filled tirade looking to rescue Robespierre and was promptly arrested.   Further, he was a pompous blowhard, a bully, probably an alcoholic, who got promoted above his colleagues by closely associating with Robespierre.  Somehow, in that era of frequent wars, he also managed to have no combat experience.  It is painfully clear from Jones’ account that Hanriot did not have the respect of his soldiers.  The army was fine letting Hanriot face the guillotine and serve as their scapegoat, but one soldier was all they were prepared to offer - or one soldier was all the civilians felt they could safely take.

With all that, here’s my take on Giot at City Hall, which I fully admit is no better supported than the entirely different interpretation provided by Jones.

Giot was a member of the Jacobin Club and a strong supporter of Robespierre.  Earlier in the Revolution he’d been decorated for his role in storming the Bastille, an activity which was not officially condoned until after the fact.  When Giot heard the news of the rising to defend Robespierre, he dropped what he was doing, took his men to City Hall and put himself and his men at the disposal of the political leaders of the pro-Robespierre rising.  This despite being aware that his own commanding officer was locked-up in the National Guard HQ cells below [3].  Giot was enough of a comrade that as more and more of his men expressed misgivings about what side they were on, he allowed them to discreetly switch sides.  Giot, however, stayed to the bitter end.

As pro-Convention forces overran City Hall, they gleefully arrested any civilians, taking the time to rough up the most recognizable, released their imprisoned colleagues and discretely motioned soldier colleagues like Giot through the line.  Many had themselves chosen the pro-Robespierre side before switching and most would have wrestled with their decision about which side to back.  They weren’t going to let a colleague pay for a decision under pressure and with limited information that could have just as easily been their own.

That the Convention acquiesced in the implausible whitewash of Giot’s participation and, with one exception left the army alone, is an early sign of the growing power of the army as the French revolution progressed.

‘There is a fact I cannot withhold from you.  A company of gunners, misled by Hanriot, has sought to aim its cannons against the Convention.’


Deputy Billaud-Varennes informs the Convention of cannons and armed militia, seemingly loyal to the pro-Robespierre City government, now arrayed unopposed outside.[4]



In its unexpected, improvised frenzy to get rid of Robespierre, the Convention seriously underestimated the risk of the City of Paris and the Paris militia.  To take control of the militia, or at least neutralize it that day, the Convention tried to remove and replace the original militia commander.  The first two replacements named ended up in the prison cells of the pro-Robespierre forces.  One new commander lost is an accident, but two starts to be alarming.

As militias mobilized, a significant armed force nominally loyal to the pro-Robespierre forces arrayed itself, unopposed, outside the Convention.  Recognizing too late what was happening, afraid and improvising, having lost its previous two commanders, the Convention then named Paul Barras, a fellow Deputy, as head of all armed forces in Paris.  Barras had vaguely plausible military experience, including having represented the Convention in the Revolution’s campaign against Toulon the previous year.

Ironically, Paul Barras’ appointment came after the crisis had already tilted decisively in favour of the Convention.  Individual militia soldiers, and their officers, puzzling through what was happening, increasingly chose to side with the Convention and against the City government.  By the time Paul Barras assumed command, the Convention had such overwhelming armed force that they were able to easily over-run Paris City Hall and arrest everyone there, Robespierre and his allies included.  The Convention need not have appointed Barras.

‘I am sensitive to the honour that the Convention has bestowed on me.  I will not betray this confidence.’


Paul Barras, on being named the chief of Parisian armed forces.

small world department: One of the children Cabarras has during her marriage to Tallien is fathered by Barras.



Never giving a military command to a politician had been a point on which Robespierre had long been particularly unyielding.  Robespierre’s view was that unifying political and military powers would inevitably yield a dictator and be the end of the Revolution.

In the government that evolved after the events of 9 Thermidor, Barras’ new military power allowed him to become one of the five members of the Directorate, which ran the government.  As a Director, Barras brought to Paris a promising young officer who he had noticed during the 1793 siege of Toulon.  Napoleon Bonaparte.

Five years later, not even bothering with the need for an excuse, Napoleon Bonaparte parked his soldiers outside of the Convention.  Napoleon then did what the soldiers of 1794 had not thought to do.  He marched his soldiers into the hall and had the assembled Deputies vote him First Consul.  Napoleon Bonaparte had learned the lesson the French Revolution taught about how power flowed.

So did tiniest of the events of 9 Thermidor, year II, foreshadow the future of the French Revolution.  Colin Jones’ deeply satisfying portrayal vividly transports you to a day in 1794 Paris, lets you share in the experiences of the people there and shows the seeds of the future at the very moment they are being so unwittingly sown.

—


Notes


[1]

Virtue signalling notwithstanding, during Ponsonby’s marriage to an abusive husband she managed ‘numerous lovers’ [wikipedia] and two children not fathered by her husband.



[2]

Chénier was guillotined on July 25th, three days before the end of the reign of terror.  He was 31 years old.



[3]

It is also telling that there is nothing defending Giot in the file from his commanding officer, First Legion Commander Fauconnier.  The clearest and easiest defence for Giot would have been from Fauconnier saying that he’d ordered Giot to accompany him to City Hall.  Instead, while Giot is leading pro-Robespierre forces, his commanding officer is elsewhere on the premises in a prison cell.  In what was not the smartest move, Fauconnier had presented himself to National Guard HQ and been so naively transparent about his pro-Convention sympathies that he was promptly arrested.  Jone’s book contains an astonishing story about Fauconnier’s wife that day which explains much about Fauconnier, his wife, their partnership and the life of a military spouse in 18th century France.  It’d take too long to explain in a review that, rather than dashing off in an evening, has instead already gone badly off the rails in focus and length.  You’ll have to read the book to meet the formidable Citizeness Fauconnier.  However, trust me.  It’s worth it.  Plus, there are many more compelling people besides her in the story which this review has had to leave out.



[4]

While something like this must have been said at the time, the quote itself only enters the record in the post-event write up.  The ‘misled by Hanriot’ feels out of place, but is consistent with an approach to make the already safely executed Hanriot own 100% of the responsibility for pro-Robespierre actions by the military.






The Future Of Fusion Energy

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Introduction

Fusion is the power which lights the stars. It is the source of all elements heavier than hydrogen in the universe. Wouldn't it be great if we could use and control this power here on Earth?

I predict that we will get fusion [1] before 2035 (80%) or 2040 (90%). I am a professional plasma physicist, a fusioneer if you will, so I probably know more about this subject than you, but am likely to overemphasize its importance.

The Future of Fusion Energy is the best introduction to fusion that I know. I can confirm that the information it contains is common knowledge among plasma physicists. My parents, who are not physicists [2], can confirm that it is accessible and interesting to read.

Things are changing fast in fusion right now, and The Future of Fusion Energy is already out of date in some important ways. I will summarize our quest for fusion as it is portrayed in the book, describe what has happened in the field since 2018, and make some predictions about where we go from here. The predictions are my own and do not reflect the opinions of Parisi or Ball.

Why Don't We Have Fusion Already?

There is an old joke:


Fusion is 30 years away and always will be.



What happened? Why has fusion failed to deliver on its promise in the past?

By the 1970s, it was apparent that making fusion power work is possible, but very hard. Fusion would require Big Science with Significant Support. The total cost would be less than the Apollo Program, similar to the International Space Station, and more than the Large Hadron Collider at CERN. The Department of Energy put together a request for funding. They proposed several different plans. Depending on how much funding was available, we could get fusion in 15-30 years.

How did that work out?
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Figure 1: Oof.

Along with the plans for fusion in 15-30 years, there was also a reference: ‘fusion never'. This plan would maintain America's plasma physics facilities, but not try to build anything new.

Actual funding for fusion in the US has been less than the ‘fusion never' plan.

The reason we don't have fusion already is because we, as a civilization, never decided that it was a priority. Fusion funding is literally peanuts: In 2016, the US spent twice as much on peanut subsidies as on fusion research.

Fusion Basics

Fusion involves ‘burning' lighter elements to make heavier elements.

The sun gets its energy by burning hydrogen into helium. We are trying to do something similar [3].

The easiest fusion reaction is burning deuterium and tritium to make helium. Deuterium is an isotope of hydrogen with one proton & one neutron and tritium is an isotope of hydrogen with one proton & two neutrons. Helium has two protons and two neutrons, so one free neutron is produced by the reaction as well.
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Figure 2: The D-T fusion reaction.

This reaction can be written as:

12D +13T 24He +01n .

The subscript is the number of protons that each element has and the superscript is the number of protons + neutrons [4]. Both of these numbers are conserved: if you add up the total superscript on the left, it must equal the total superscript on the right.

Several other fusion reactions are sometimes discussed as alternatives to deuterium-tritium fusion. All of them are at least several times more difficult, so they are unlikely to be the first fuel we use to get fusion. Maybe someday we'll switch to deuterium-deuterium fusion or something else, but for now, the emphasis is on what's easiest.

What do you need to get a fusion reaction going?

Think about the chemical reactions in combustion. You need to get the fuel to a high enough temperature, and then chemical reactions occur that release energy. Fusion is similar, but with much larger temperatures and energies. Combustion occurs at a temperature of about 1000 Kelvin [5] and each reaction releases about 10 electron volts of energy. Fusion occurs at about 100 million Kelvin and each reaction releases about 10 million electron volts.

Along with a high enough temperature, you also need to have a high enough density and confinement time. Density is important because fusion requires a collision between a deuterium nucleus and a tritium nucleus. When the density is higher, stuff is more likely to run into each other. We also need to confine the fuel and the energy long enough for these collisions to occur. We don't want the particles to leave the reactor without fusing. If the energy leaks out too quickly, then the fuel will cool down too quickly to burn.

Multiply these three quantities, density, temperature, and confinement time [6], to get the plasma triple product. Lawson's criterion states that, if the triple product is high enough, then you will get fusion.

We also measure the success of fusion using Q. Q is the ratio of the amount of energy you put into the fuel to the amount of energy produced by fusion. News articles often focus on Q=1, or ‘scientific breakeven' [7], when you get as much energy out of the fuel as you put in. Other significant milestones are Q=5, ‘burning', and Q=∞, ‘ignition', when the fusion sustains itself without any external heating.

Q is entirely determined by the triple product. To get Q=1 for D-T fusion, you need a triple product of 51021 keV s / m3. Getting a large Q is the goal of fusion science. Getting a large triple product is how we achieve that goal. We can use the triple product to measure progress towards fusion.

Have We Made Progress?

How much progress have we made towards fusion?
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Figure 3: This looks great !

The fusion triple product has grown exponentially. It has doubled every 1.8 years, which is even faster than Moore's Law. The best triple product we've gotten is five orders of magnitude better than what we started with in 1970.

But wait. This data only goes up to 2000. If we extrapolate the trend line, we would have built a commercial fusion reactor in 2005. The world is not awash in fusion energy, so this trend clearly did not continue. There has been little progress towards a larger triple product since 2000.

Why did this trendline stop? Why do I think that this is about to get started again?

I will answer these questions, but first, a few words on how we've made progress so far.

Plasma Basics

Fusion occurs at such high temperatures that everything is ionized: The electrons and nuclei cannot stick together as atoms and instead move independently. Matter in this state is called a ‘plasma' [8]. Plasma is by far the most common state of matter in the universe. Stars are made of plasma, as well as the low density matter in the space between stars.

When a fusion plasma comes in contact with anything solid (or liquid or even gas), either the solid will vaporize or the plasma will cool down. Both of these are very bad for achieving controlled fusion on Earth. We can't just put our fusion plasma in a container.

How do we bottle the core of the sun?

With a magnetic field. The electrons and ions in a fusion plasma are charged. Charged particles spiral around magnetic field lines and will not move freely perpendicular to the magnetic field. This confines the plasma in two dimensions. To confine the plasma in the third dimension, loop the magnetic field around in the shape of a doughnut [9]. The particles can move around the doughnut, but stay confined within it.
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Figure 4: A charged particle spiraling around a doughnut-shaped magnetic field.

This is still not quite enough. Charged particles will drift in a curved magnetic field, which causes them to leak out the outer side of the doughnut. We can solve this problem by making the magnetic field twist, like a French cruller. Particles near the outer edge, drifting outwards, will follow the magnetic field line around to the inner edge, where they will drift back towards the core.

The easiest way to make the magnetic field twist is to run a current through the plasma. You don't need to (and can't) run a wire there. Plasmas are full of charged particles that can move. When more of the electrons move in one direction around the doughnut then in the other direction, it will create a current.

So a fusion experiment should (1) create an extremely strong magnetic field pointing around the doughnut, (2) heat deuterium and tritium to 100 million degrees inside the doughnut, and (3) drive a current around the doughnut.

The magnetic field can be created by superconducting electromagnetic coils which go around and through the doughnut. Turning on the coils provides some initial heating and current, but to sustain it, you need to inject accelerated particles or waves from the side.

This kind of fusion experiment is called a tokamak [10].
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Figure 5: The coils and magnetic fields of a tokamak.

Small, Medium, and Large Experiments

I find it helpful to classify fusion experiments by their size. This is not standardized, so different people will classify them differently.

The larger the experiment, the farther the particles have to move (perpendicular to the magnetic field) to get from the core to the outer edge. Larger experiments inherently have a longer confinement time.

Small fusion experiments are sometimes called ‘tabletop' experiments. This doesn't always mean that they fit on a tabletop, but they can fit in the physics building of a research university without too much disruption. The doughnut has a radius of about 1 m. The support requirements (power supply, control systems, measuring equipment, etc.) aren't too different from other physics labs.

[image: ]

Figure 6: The first tokamak, T-1, did fit on a tabletop.

Medium fusion experiments have a radius of about 1.5 - 3 m. They require their own facility for all of their support systems, but they typically fit in a single building. One prominent medium experiment is JET [11].
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Figure 7: Someone inside JET. They have to wear a protective suit because tritium is nasty stuff.

Large fusion experiment means ITER [12], an experiment currently under construction in southern France. ITER has a diameter of over 6 meters. The experiment itself has a five story building. Supporting buildings cover about 100 acres or 0.5 km2.
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Figure 8: Construction at ITER as of May 2021.

ITER

We can now answer some of our earlier questions. The reason why progress has stalled is because we did as much as we could do on medium experiments.

No country has been willing to provide enough money to build its own large experiment. So the fusion community has been gathering money from all around the world for decades for a single project [13]. ITER is supported by Europe (EU + UK + Switzerland), the US (which withdrew in 1999 and rejoined in 2003 [14]), Russia, Japan, China, South Korea, and India. 
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Figure 9: There are three people in this diagram. Can you find them?

ITER is designed to get Q=10.

Despite getting 10 times as much energy from fusion as we put into the plasma, ITER is not designed to get engineering breakeven. ITER is designed as an experiment, not as a power plant. There will be tons of measuring devices pointed inwards. There are four different ways to heat the plasma and drive the current. This all allows you to learn more, but it requires extra power and lowers the overall plant efficiency.

ITER will be followed by a demonstration power plant, named DEMO [15]. A fully optimized power plant should be able to reach engineering breakeven as long as Q>5. This is why I chose Q=5 as my criterion for ‘getting fusion’.

ITER is also testing multiple designs for the tritium breeding blanket. Tritium is expensive and radioactive, so you want to produce it on site. The D-T fusion reaction produces a neutron, which we want to absorb, so we can use it to produce tritium. ‘Breeding' is when we use a neutron to produce a more useful isotope. It is a ‘blanket' because it surrounds the entire plasma, keeping the neutrons from going anywhere else. 

The best reaction to produce tritium involves lithium-6:

36Li +01n 24He +13T .

This reaction also releases energy, which increases the power produced by about 25%. The tritium breeding blanket needs to make this reaction occur as much as possible, to efficiently carry the heat away so it can be used to generate electricity, and to provide a way to extract the tritium produced.

ITER is scheduled to begin their first experiments in 2025. Part of why I think that we are about to make rapid progress again is because we are finally getting a large experiment.

There have been problems with ITER staying on schedule and under budget. This isn't surprising for a collaboration between governments representing over half the world's population. In 2014, ITER got a new director, recalculated its expected cost, and underwent a major restructuring. Since then, ITER has largely stuck to this schedule and budget. Recently, there has been a 6 month delay because the French nuclear agency did what nuclear regulatory agencies do best, but this has been the longest delay since 2014.

It is still possible for ITER to fail. The biggest risk involves disruptions. Sometimes, the plasma in a tokamak becomes unstable and all of the plasma hits the wall at once. This could melt some extremely expensive equipment and take years to repair. If ITER cannot get disruptions under control, then it would be a failed experiment. This is especially challenging because pushing for higher Q makes disruptions more likely. ITER is planning on being extremely cautious: Experiments begin in 2025, but it won't operate at full capacity until 2035.

ITER has been the focus of the fusion community now for decades. The Future of Fusion Energy similarly makes ITER the centerpiece of the book.

Things. Have. Changed.

ITER by itself is not enough to justify the high level of confidence I express at the start.

When Parisi & Ball finished writing this book in April 2018, ITER was basically the only game in town. Since then, Things. Have. Changed.

Historically, private fusion companies were almost entirely jokes or frauds. They make outlandish claims, use completely different designs so they can't build on the progress of Figure 3, and they can be safely ignored. For example, Lockheed Martin [16] claims that it will take them five years to build a prototype of a fusion power plant that will fit in a truck. They have yet to publish evidence that they have produced a fully ionized plasma. Maybe they're just being secretive, but their design has solid components in the plasma. That won't work.

A new generation of private companies have surged into fusion. Leading the charge is Commonwealth Fusion Systems and their tokamak SPARC [17]. 

Recent advances in high temperature superconductors have been a game changer. They can produce a much stronger magnetic field which allows for better confinement in a smaller experiment. We should now be able to get Q=10 in a medium experiment, which costs ten times less than ITER [18] and is within the reach of private venture capital.
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Figure 10: Finding the person here is much easier.

When the Department of Energy decided to close the third largest plasma experiment in the US, the MIT group which ran it found itself adrift. They founded Commonwealth Fusion Systems in 2018 with a goal of getting fusion within 10 years [19]. Since then, they have built the first ever high temperature superconducting coil in 2019, released their engineering plans for SPARC in 2020, began construction in 2021, and plan on finishing construction in 2025.

Commonwealth Fusion had just been founded when Parisi & Ball wrote in 2018. Now they're leading the race to fusion.

Several other startups are following SPARC's strategy of using stronger magnetic fields to get fusion in a smaller experiment. They use a variety of designs.

Alternative Designs

To understand how the alternative designs are different, we need to make sure we understand the basic strategy for getting fusion in a tokamak. Let's run through it again:

(A)

We want to get lots of fusion reactions … 

… so we want a large triple product (density * temperature * confinement time).

(B)

The fusion plasma is too hot to touch solid objects … 

… so we put it in a magnetic bottle shaped like a doughnut.

(C)

The particles drift outwards, leaving the bottle … 

… so we twist the magnetic field with a current in the plasma.

I will start with the alternatives that are most similar to a tokamak. For each one, I will list the best experiments that currently exist, where they're located, and the year they began operation.

Tokamaks have been better researched than any other strategy. There are currently 10 medium tokamaks:


	
T-10 (Russia, 1975)



	
ASDEX (Germany, 1980)



	
JET (England, 1983)



	
JT-60 (Japan, 1985)



	
DIII-D (USA, 1986)



	
HL-2A (China, 2002)



	
EAST (China, 2006)



	
KSTAR (Korea, 2008)



	
WEST (France, 2016)



	
HL-2M (China, 2020)





Plasma Shaping & Spherical Tokamaks

All magnetically confined plasmas have the basic shape of a doughnut. But if you cut the doughnut in half and look at it end on, the cross sectional shape can be different.

Early tokamaks had circular cross sections. JET was built with a cross section shaped like a ‘D': wider near the inner wall and narrower near the outer wall. This was done for structural reasons, but it also improved the performance of the plasma. Most tokamaks since then have had this shape.

Spherical tokamaks have a taller height and smaller diameter than other tokamaks. They look more like a cored apple than like a doughnut.

The main benefit of a spherical tokamak is that you can get a larger plasma density with a smaller magnetic field. The main drawback is that there is less room in the central column for everything that needs to go there.

The best spherical tokamaks today are small, if you measure based on the radius, but medium if you measure based on the height. They are:


	
NSTX (USA, 1999)



	
MAST (England, 2000)





[image: ]

Figure 11: A picture of the plasma inside MAST.

We haven't explored other shapes very much. There might be one that works even better. There is currently a small experiment designed to look at as many shapes as possible:


	TCV (Switzerland, 2002)



Stellarators

Stellarators differ from tokamaks at point (C). To twist the magnetic field, they use twisty coils outside the plasma instead of having a current in the plasma.
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Figure 12: Inside the LHD.

The main benefit of stellarators is that they don't have disruptions. Disruptions are caused by the current in the plasma. If the plasma is already moving coherently, when things become unstable, that motion can be redirected into the wall. The plasma in a stellarator doesn't have a current and isn't moving. When it becomes unstable, it leaks heat slightly faster than normal until it cools down again.

Stellarators also have the best name, look the coolest, and are my favorite.
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Figure 13: The layers of Wendelstein 7-X.

The main drawback is that stellarators are harder to design and build. There are lots of ways for coils to be weird and twisty and you want to find the best one. You then have to manufacture complex 3D shapes with high precision. This makes them more expensive than similarly sized tokamaks.

There are currently four medium stellarators:


	
TJ-II (Spain, 1997)



	
LHD (Japan, 1998)



	
Uragan-2 (Ukraine, 2006)



	
Wendelstein 7-X (Germany, 2015)





Inertial Confinement Fusion

This is a completely different strategy to get fusion, going all the way back to point (A). So far, to increase the triple product, we have mostly been increasing the confinement time. Unlike Magnetic Confinement Fusion, Inertial Confinement Fusion accepts a short confinement time and instead tries to increase the density.

Start with a small pellet [20] which contains deuterium and tritium. Shine lots of lasers on it from all directions. For a moment, the pellet receives 1,000 times as much power as the entire US and implodes. The deuterium and tritium briefly become hot and dense enough to get fusion, before expanding again.
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Figure 14: The building layout for an inertial confinement experiment. The blue/red lines are the paths that the lasers follow before they enter the vacuum chamber (silver sphere on the right) where the pellet is located.

Inertial confinement fusion experiments can also be used for [CLASSIFIED], so they get significant funding. Progress has been extremely rapid. They crossed Q=1 a few months ago.

There are still some major challenges. While magnetic confinement fusion can be done in a steady state, this has to be done in distinct ‘shots'. Currently, they can do about 1 shot/day. To make a power plant, you would need to do about 1 shot/second. I chose to include 1 shot/second as part of my criterion for ‘getting fusion' if the experiment is not in a steady state.

The best inertial confinement fusion experiment is at the boundary between medium and large, although those categories were designed for doughnut-shaped plasmas, not for banks of lasers:


	NIF (USA, 2009)



Players and Predictions

Now that we have the strategies laid out, I will go through the groups that I think have a plausible path to fusion and make predictions for each one. I am only focusing on groups relevant for my headline prediction: Q>5 in steady state or with a shot frequency of 1/second before 2035 (80%) or 2040 (90%). I will also resolve this question to YES if anyone sells fusion power commercially, even if they don't meet my technical requirements.

Government Tokamaks

ITER

ITER is still the biggest player in the field. They have the most money and the most people working to make it succeed. ITER moves slowly, but resolutely.


	ITER gets fusion by 2035 (50%) or 2040 (70%).



K-DEMO

Most of the countries in ITER plan on making their own large demonstration power plant, after they see if ITER succeeds. South Korea is being more aggressive and will build their DEMO while ITER is still doing its early experiments. The construction should be complete by 2037. Success here is highly correlated with ITER's success.


	K-DEMO gets fusion by 2040 (70%).



CFETR

China seems to be willing to spend more money on fusion than most other countries: 3 out of 5 new medium tokamaks since 2000 have been in China. They're planning on building a large tokamak like ITER in the 2030s and converting it into a DEMO in the 2040s. They don't have detailed plans yet, but they might have reliable funding.


	CFETR gets fusion by 2040 (60%).



STEP

The United Kingdom has announced that it will not take part in Europe's EU-DEMO, planned for the 2040s. Instead, they will build a large spherical tokamak by 2040. I'm not convinced that this will happen, but it would be great if it does.


	STEP gets fusion by 2040 (20%).



Private Companies

Commonwealth Fusion Systems / SPARC

I've already told their story because they are the current leader. Everything has gone well so far.


	SPARC gets fusion by 2025 (30%) or 2030 (70%).



Renaissance Fusion

Renaissance Fusion was founded in Grenoble, France in 2019. They are planning on building a stellarator that can get fusion by 2032. I can't tell you their cool ideas for manufacturing the coils because they still haven't published them yet. [21]


	Renaissance gets fusion by 2035 (50%) or 2040 (70%).



Type One Energy

Type One Energy was founded in Wisconsin in 2020. They are planning on building a stellarator using Commonwealth Fusion's high temperature superconductors and 3D printing the steel supports for the coils. Their goal is fusion by 2031.


	Type One gets fusion by 2035 (50%) or 2040 (70%).



Tokamak Energy, Ltd.

This is a slightly older company, founded in England in 2009. They originally managed a spherical tokamak experiment [22]. More recently, they decided to try to get fusion by 2030 using a medium experiment and high temperature superconductors. Spherical tokamaks are less well tested at this size and don't benefit as much from having a stronger magnetic field.


	Tokamak Energy gets fusion by 2030 (10%) or 2035 (30%).



Marvel Fusion

Marvel Fusion was founded in Germany in 2019. They're working on inertial confinement fusion, which I have much less expertise in. Inertial confinement fusion has made rapid progress recently and they have recruited some good people, so they should have a chance. Some problems include not releasing a timeline and not planning on using D-T fuel.


	Marvel gets fusion by 2035 (30%).



Honorable Mention: Helion

Helion is the most serious of the previous generation of fusion startups that I dismissed above. They are using an entirely different strategy from the rest of the fusion community. It is closer to Magnetic Confinement Fusion, but it does occur in discrete shots. There isn't anything obviously wrong with it, but they can't build on the progress of Figure 3.

Instead, they're working on their own experimental program. They're on their 6th prototype, Trenta. It is a small experiment which can do 1 shot every 10 minutes. Their next experiment, Polaris, should be a medium experiment which can do 1 shot/second. They claim that it will get fusion by 2024.

One good thing about Helion is that they have a more efficient way of directly converting the energy in the plasma into electricity. One bad thing is that they claim to be using helium-3 as a fuel. This is harder than D-T fusion [23] and it doesn't fully represent what they're planning. Their entire fuel cycle involves 50% D-D fusion, 25% D-T fusion, and 25% D-He3 fusion.

Helion is also notable because they've gotten more private funding than any company other than Commonwealth Fusion Systems.

I'm more skeptical. At least it seems unlikely that they will get fusion on their first medium experiment, especially since that requires improvements of multiple orders of magnitude in both triple product and shot frequency. They should expect to design an 8th experiment based on what they learn from Polaris.


	Helion gets fusion by 2025 (5%) or 2030 (20%).



Summary
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I hope that it is striking how many and how different the plausible paths to fusion are. From a physical standpoint, we have tokamaks, stellarators, spherical tokamaks, and inertial confinement. From an engineering standpoint, there are different superconductors for the coils, different manufacturing techniques, and more. From an institutional standpoint, we have public and private enterprises in seven different countries.

In 2018, there was a single failure point: if ITER failed, it would delay fusion by decades. Now we can afford some failures. Because the players are so diverse, the failures are unlikely to all be correlated.

Fusion is still hard. I am not predicting that any path to fusion has more than a 70% chance of success. But we only need one to succeed. Taken together, we can be confident that we will get fusion soon.

I'm reminded of my thoughts on covid vaccines back in Spring 2020. There were lots of candidates, which were extremely different both biologically and institutionally. I don't know enough about vaccines to determine how likely any one was to succeed, but I took comfort in knowing that there were a lot of options. We only needed one to work well, and we ended up getting multiple.

It is still possible for us not to get fusion by 2040. Maybe we never figure out how to deal with disruptions in tokamaks and all of the private companies fail. But it is also possible for multiple paths to succeed. ITER could end up being fifth to fusion. [24]

Conclusion

If you want to learn more about fusion, I highly recommend The Future of Fusion Energy.

It discusses the fundamentals of fusion, plasma confinement, ITER, and the design of a fusion power plant in much more detail than I could here. Several topics that are tangentially related, such as other energy sources and nuclear proliferation, have overviews that I hope become common knowledge. There are also more specialized topics, like the history of fusion, what questions to ask a fusion startup to tell if it's legitimate, and why fusion is the only power we could use for interstellar travel that is currently theoretically possible. The final 3 pages are joke recipes for doughnuts, based on different strategies for getting fusion.

The only things missing are the surprising new developments in private fusion that have occurred since the book was published. These new, diverse paths have made me much more confident that we will get fusion soon. When ITER was the only game in town, I predicted only a 50% chance of getting fusion by 2035 and a 70% chance by 2040. Now, those numbers are 80% and 90%, and we could get fusion a full decade sooner.

It is time to start getting excited about fusion !


Notes


[1]

By ‘get fusion’, I mean Q > 5 for a steady state experiment. If it is not steady state (e.g. inertial confinement fusion), then I also require a shot frequency of at least 1/second. Anyone selling fusion power to the grid also counts, even if they don't meet these technical requirements.



[2]

My dad is a doctor, so that should give you some idea at how bad he is at math.



[3]

The fusion reaction chain in the sun burns six protons (hydrogen nuclei) into helium-4, two protons, and two positrons over the course of five fusion reactions. What we do is simpler.



[4]

The number of protons + neutrons is the mass of the atom in amu, while the number of protons is the charge of the atomic nucleus in units of e. The mass and charge can be measured directly, so we write them instead of the number of protons and the number of neutrons.



[5]

This is an order of magnitude estimate. Fire occurs at a few hundred or a few thousand degrees Kelvin (or Celsius or Fahrenheit).



[6]

In particular, the confinement time for the energy. The particles are always at least as well confined as the energy. When the particles leave, they take energy with them. Energy can also leave through light or various plasma waves.



[7]

There is also ‘engineering breakeven', when you get more energy out of the entire power plant than you put in, and ‘economic breakeven', when you get more money out of the entire power plant than you put in. We need to get scientific breakeven first.



[8]

This was named after blood plasma by Langmuir in 1928. He thought the electrons and ions moving in the plasma were like red and white blood cells moving in blood plasma. Everyone else thinks that the analogy is rather stretched.



[9]

The mathematical proof that this shape must be a doughnut and cannot be anything like a sphere is called the Hairy Ball Theorem. Justin Ball modeled it with the top of his head.



[10]

‘Tokamak’ is a Russian acronym for тороидальная камера с магнитными катушками, which means ‘toroidal chamber with magnetic coils’.



[11]

JET is an acronym for Joint European Torus. It is located in England as a thank you for British special forces helping to rescue a German plane being held hostage by terrorists in 1977. More recently, JET itself was held hostage as part of the Brexit negotiations.



[12]

ITER used to be an acronym for International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor. We decided we didn't like that branding, so now it is Latin for ‘the way'.



[13]

The fusion community has a long tradition of internationalism. We refused to take part in the Cold War and have collaborated across the Iron Curtain since 1958. I do wonder if we could have gotten more funding if we were trying to Beat the Russians instead of working with them.



[14]

This isn't part of the official justification, but the US rejoined ITER to help convince Britain to join the Iraq War. Fusion projects are often used as prestige chips in international negotiations.



[15]

DEMO never was an acronym, but we still write it like one.



[16]

I don't want to do too much criticism of people aiming for Progress, even if I don't think they will be successful. At least criticizing Lockheed Martin is punching up.



[17]

SPARC is a nested acronym for Smallest Possible ARC. ARC is an acronym for Affordable, Robust, Compact and is an Iron Man reference.



[18]

Commonwealth has raised $2 billion so far, compared with ITER's price tag of $45 billion.



[19]

This is a rare example when government cuts to research funding drives technological progress. These particular cuts ended up being reversed and Alcator C-Mod is still operating.



[20]

About 1 mm in diameter.



[21]

I know this because I might have gotten a job with them, but it didn't work out. I am not currently working for any of these groups.



[22]

The largest tokamak currently operating in the US, DIII-D, is also managed by a private company, General Atomics, which gets most of its funding from the Department of Energy.



[23]

D-He3 fusion requires a triple product about ten times larger than what is needed for D-T fusion, including about a five times higher temperature. D-D fusion works best at the same temperature as D-T fusion, but requires a triple product about fifty times larger.



[24]

After SPARC, Type One Energy, Renaissance Fusion, and one of Tokamak Energy, Marvel, or Helion.






The Goal / It’s Not Luck by Eliyahu Goldratt

A simple philosophy I’ve followed for most of my adult life goes like this: In any endeavor, there are only two questions that matter:


	What’s the right thing to do?

	How do I get people (including primarily myself) to do it?



These questions are too broad to be terribly useful on their own, but they have definitely guided me as I’ve searched for how to best produce a life worth living. At roughly the same time in my life that these questions distilled themselves, I received my first exposure to Eliyahu Goldratt’s classic business novel The Goal. I’ve since discovered that the book is also a classic of the previously-unknown-to-me genre of  “advertisement for a business consultant thinly disguised as a novel”.  In this genre, sacrificing literary finesse in favor of clear morals and easily-digested lessons is a feature, not a bug, and the attempt at presenting a logical framework for the improvement of complex systems was very well received by 27 year-old me. Well-received enough that I looked up some of Goldratt’s lesser-known works, and found in It’s Not Luck a more abstracted and nuanced (not too nuanced though–we’re still very much in the “consultancy” genre) application of ideas in the same vein. It’s been too long for me to remember which was the chicken and which was the egg, but the books attempt to put some meat onto my two questions and give some concrete tools for answering them.

I should probably mention now that, in case anyone wanted to read these books for what passes as their plots, uh…spoilers, I guess?

For those who haven’t been through business school, or haven’t heard of Goldratt, he espouses what he calls the “Theory Of Constraints” as a way of diagnosing, analyzing, and solving business problems. In The Goal (to which It’s Not Luck is a direct sequel), our hero, Alex Rogo, is the general manager of a struggling factory producing generic widgets for a faceless conglomerate. Globalization is taking its toll (this is the mid 80s), operations are a mess, and all of the stress is causing strain on Alex’s marriage. As a final blow, he’s told that his factory will be closed in 90 days if it can’t turn its finances around.

The Goal

In his hour of need, Alex turns to his old physics-professor-turned-business-consultant named Jonah (Goldratt’s self-insert), with whom he had recently had a chance meeting. Over a brief conversation, Jonah immediately puts his finger on the factory’s most pressing issues, and leaves Alex with a question: “What is the goal of a company?” Spoiler alert: the goal is to make money, but it takes Alex a surprisingly long time to arrive at that conclusion. His intuition about his own company is warped because the metrics by which he understands his business are flawed. The rest of the book is about undoing that warping, and about establishing metrics that will lead toward The Goal, rather than away from it. Along the way, Alex returns his factory to profitability, saves both his factory and his marriage, and secures a promotion for himself in the process. Yay!

Goldratt’s enemy number one is cost accounting as dictated by the Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP), which encourages load balancing, maximum efficiency at each step, and an understanding of cost that is out of step with actual cash flows.  And if, dear reader, load balancing and maximum efficiency in a dynamic system sound like good things then please read on, because this book is for you.

The key insight in the book happens while Alex is taking his son’s scout troop on a hike. He lets the boys walk at their preferred speed, and quickly sees the line of boys spread out to a ridiculous degree. As the leader bringing up the rear, Alex is stuck behind Herbie–the out of shape kid with an oversized backpack who just can’t keep up with the rest. Alex sees the hike become a metaphor for his factory, with each boy representing a machine or process, the space between each boy being work-in-progress (WIP) inventory, and the ground covered by the entire troop as completed orders. As the space between the boys grows, Alex sees the “WIP” of the trail ballooning to unmanageable levels, just like it is doing in his factory, paired with excruciatingly slow progress down the trail.

After getting everyone all back into one group, he sets up a game for the boys to play, where the goal is to pass matchsticks down an “assembly line”. Each boy rolls a die to see how many matches their station produces, then passes that many matches down to the next station. The catch of course, is that you can only process as many matches as you have waiting for you. If there’s only 2 matches coming from the station ahead of you that turn, it doesn’t matter if you roll a 6, 2 is the best you’re going to be able to do.

This assembly line is perfectly balanced. Each station should theoretically be able to process an average of 3.5 matches per turn. In this type of set-up, however, because there is no slack built into the system, the variation of each station doesn’t average out. Rather, it accumulates, and the result is an output that is much lower than the average capacity of any individual machine.

When the boys resume their hike, Alex makes sure that Herbie is placed in the front of the line, instead of the back. He also has Herbie empty his overstuffed pack, and distributes the load among the rest of the boys. This keeps the scouts together, helps Herbie move a bit faster, and gets them successfully at their campsite for the night. Alex also notices what happens to the variation in walking speed when Herbie is setting the pace for the group. If one boy needs to stop and tie his shoe, his speed becomes an advantage, enabling him to catch up quickly, rather than creating problems.

The rest of the book consists mostly of Alex’s implementation of this discovery in his plant. He is able to identify the bottleneck processes (not-so-affectionately referred to as “Herbies”), and takes steps to increase their capacity while reorienting the entire factory’s rhythm to match the bottleneck. Jonah appears occasionally to offer advice, but mostly takes a Socratic approach to teaching Alex, providing the proper questions that lead naturally to the necessary insights.

Cost accounting plays the villain here because it is what incentivized the creation of a balanced process in the first place. If a machine (or worker) is idle, that idleness represents a wasteful expense to be eliminated; and so a factory cuts capacity that it could use to smooth out naturally occurring variations in the manufacturing process. Additionally, the entire factory will gradually attempt to balance itself against the market, leaving it unable to capitalize on any increases in demand and undermining any efforts to increase sales.

The core insight of the book is that the throughput of the bottlenecks IS the throughput of the factory. If the bottleneck machine is down, the entire factory might as well be down. Another machine (like a speedier boy scout who had to tie his shoe) would be able to catch up from a bit of downtime, but if Herbie stops, the whole line has to wait for him. The implication is that any investment into the efficiency of a non-bottleneck is a complete and utter waste. Traditional cost accounting incentivizes us to look at each machine as an entity unto itself, something to be optimized and made as efficient as possible. When you put these locally-optimized entities into a dynamic system, however, these same efficiencies are crippling.

And if this was where the book ended, it would be a great book about lean manufacturing, but probably not one that I’d feel compelled to write about. Lest we view the topic too narrowly, I return to the first of my two questions: “What’s the right thing to do?”, or in other words, “What’s the goal?” Alex eventually asks this question about both his marriage and his new promotion. Neither of those problems yield easily to the same analysis that he performed on his plant and, with a nudge from Jonah, he realizes that what he really needs is a generic set of management tools. Ones that can cut through large piles of facts toward real insights and root causes. Goldratt presents these tools primarily in It’s Not Luck, and dubs them the “Thinking Processes”. They’re explicitly designed to answer these questions: What to change?, What to change to?, and How to enact the change?.

It’s Not Luck

The book is rather breathless about something as obvious as applying inductive and deductive reasoning to management problems (or any other problems that a person might have), but I must concede Goldratt’s frequent assertion that “common sense is not so common”--and Alex ends up pursuing this direction with far more rigor than most of us ever do.

If I have a gripe with either of these books, it’s that the “Thinking Processes” are presented sporadically, without a good way to refer back to any particular idea–not even an index. I’m going to try to impose that order as I complete my review, but it was highly frustrating to not have a synopsis anywhere when I just wanted the information rather than the boardroom drama.

When we rejoin Alex Rogo at the beginning of It’s Not Luck, several years have passed and Alex is an Executive Vice President at the same conglomerate, running the “Diversified Group”.  The Diversified Group consists of 3 companies that have nothing in common, except that they have all risen from deep losses to very small profits under a year of Alex’s management. Despite their impressive turn-arounds, Alex is informed (during a dramatic turn in a meeting with the board of directors) that his companies are to be sold in order for UniCo to “focus on the core business”. (Oh no!) Fearing both for his reputation and the well-being of his employees, Alex determines that the way to avoid these companies being sold is to drastically and immediately increase their profits. Operational efficiency won’t save him this time.

And as much as I’d love to walk through the three companies, the various issues they face, their solutions, and Alex’s friendly sparring with a pair of the board members, they are the canvas in this book, rather than the painting. With the “Thinking Processes”, Alex already has the tools he needs to resolve his issues. The meat of the book is in learning what the processes are and how to put them to good use.

The Evaporating Cloud

The first thinking process we are exposed to is known in the TOC literature (why yes, there is TOC literature!) as the “Evaporating Cloud”, and its objective is conflict resolution. Why Goldratt chose a “cloud” metaphor isn’t clear to me, but this tool comes in the form of a diagram framing the conflict at hand. An example (with content paraphrased from a conflict described on an ACX open thread) looks like this:

[image: ]

On the right, we see the two incompatible actions. In the middle are the reasons why we feel those actions are necessary or desirable, and on the left is the common goal that both parties want, or that both branches should ultimately support. Depending on the circumstance the diagram may be filled out in various orders to ease its creation.

Goldratt bills this tool as one for creating win-win, no-compromise solutions. The way this tool accomplishes this feat is by shifting the conflict away from the competing objectives to focus both parties on the common goal. The diagram is used by examining the arrows connecting the boxes and surfacing the assumptions embedded in each. If an assumption turns out to be faulty, or reveals an alternative that is not incompatible, the conflict “evaporates”, and both parties can get what they want.

As Alex uses these diagrams, he repeatedly emphasizes that they should be read out loud, using the words “In order to”, and “we must” creating a logical connection for each arrow. When looking for the solution to the conflict, we begin by looking at the arrow that we’re most troubled by. That troubling feeling is our intuition telling us that the logic of that arrow is not quite solid. The diagram above would read as follows:


	In order to “Help my kids achieve their potential”, I must “Provide them with a rich and challenging learning environment”

	In order to “Provide them with a rich and challenging learning environment”, I must “Homeschool my kids”.

	In order to “Help my kids achieve their potential”, I must “Achieve my own potential”,

	In order to “Achieve my own potential”, I must “Trad school my kids”

	I cannot both “Homeschool my kids” and “Trad school my kids”.



If you’re facing this conflict, and any of those statements ring false to you, you have likely found the soft spot. Work to logically invalidate that branch, and once you succeed, your conflict is resolved. Goldratt first introduces us to this tool via an argument between Alex and his daughter about her staying out late at a party. Alex’s branch of the conflict hinges on his concern for his daughter’s safety. Once he’s able to ascertain enough details for his concern to be resolved, there is no more conflict. Familial harmony is preserved.

According to Goldratt, these conflict diagrams are not merely interesting. The entire point of drawing a conflict cloud is to break it. It’s a powerful way of looking at a situation because we’re constantly in the middle of conflicts, and because they frequently prevent us from taking correct actions. How frequently do we attempt to compromise some best practice in favor of satisfying a manager or customer right away? Or how often is the correct course of action clear, but not taken? The root cause for these phenomena is frequently some hidden conflict, where we believe that it’s necessary to take two incompatible actions at the same time.

Once we surface the conflict, we can look at the arrows to see how to break it. To attack these branches, we might posit certain “injections” that can be combined with the existing logic. Let’s say that as I wrote out the example cloud, the arrow that bothered me the most was #2. One possible injection might be “Charter schools can provide a rich, challenging, learning environment.” That might then be combined with “Charter schools are a form of trad school.” If you can accept these injections as true, then sentence #2 now looks like this:


	If charter schools are a form of trad school, and charter schools can provide a rich challenging learning environment, then in order to provide my kids with a rich and challenging learning environment, I can send them to a traditional school.



And your cloud has been broken.

These are simple examples for people who are being introduced to this mode of thinking for the first time and a bit tedious to specify, but the value in being this meticulous is the airtight logic chain that you’re building. Perhaps you don’t know for sure if charter schools will provide a satisfactory environment, but you now have a well-formed, specific question to answer in order to get out of your conflict.

The Negative Branch

Coming up with a solution to break a cloud is easy when injections are hypothetical. Actually implementing a solution, however, comes with a host of risks and unintended consequences. The goal of the “negative branch” diagram is to systematically identify and “trim” the risks and drawbacks of a given solution. The same terminology regarding injections, and the methodology for building logical chains of cause and effect are in force here.

For any resolution to a conflict, there will likely be multiple potential negative branches. If they can be trimmed, then the solution should be implemented. If they cannot be trimmed, the solution should be reworked or abandoned in favor of going back to the conflict cloud and finding a new solution. A negative branch is formed when you identify something bad that will happen because of a proposed solution. When we’re first introduced to this tool, Alex’s son Dave has asked to borrow his fancy BMW while Alex is on a week-long business trip.

Alex has some reservations, but isn’t able to articulate them clearly and gives his son a non-committal “Let me think about it.” as an answer. After some nudging from his wife, Alex does think about it and after floundering through a few items that reveal themselves to be excuses puts his finger on the real reservation. He doesn’t want to share his car, and if Dave has free reign over it for long enough, it will quickly become “their” car, and this will damage their relationship. His negative branch diagram eventually goes like this:


	If “the car is at your disposal when I’m away”, and “I am away for a lengthy period”, then “for a lengthy period, you will have my car at your disposal”.

	If “when people can regularly use something, it becomes a habit, or a right” and (#1) then “you will get used to being able to use my car.”

	If “I don’t want to share my car” and (#2) then “it will be annoying to you to get a NO in the future”.

	If “I don’t want to share my car” and (#3) then “we’ll have friction in the future.”
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In the situation with Alex and his son, this diagram is utilized as both proof that Alex has indeed “thought about it”, and as a way of communicating those concerns in a way that avoids direct confrontation. Instead, they are able to look at the diagram, agree that there is a valid concern and then look together for ways to trim the branch.

Goldratt doesn’t mention this, but it strikes me as a crucial precondition for this sort of conversation that both parties need to be engaging in good faith. It would certainly be possible to argue and split hairs at each logical juncture to eventually respond “Your argument is invalid, now I get the car”, but what Goldratt does demonstrate is that it is to both parties' advantage to engage in good faith. Dave eventually proposes an extended “cooling off” period where he doesn’t ask to use the car after Alex’s trip, targeted at defusing proposition #2. Both sides see this as a win–Alex gets an extended period without Dave pestering him, and Dave gets to use the car without serious restriction while Alex is on his trip. It’s not the only solution that could have trimmed this branch, but the fact that it was arrived at together means that both parties are invested in both the problem and the solution.

Current Reality Tree

Breaking clouds and trimming negative branches are both important, but impossible if you don’t understand the big picture. This is where the Current Reality Tree comes into play. Current Reality Trees are large and complex, and we really only get one example of how to construct and use one. Over drinks during this aforementioned business trip, Alex gets cornered by the two board members (Jim and Brandon) he’s accompanying. Despite the fact that they’re selling his companies, they’re still quite impressed by what he’s done with them, and want to know what his secret is.

As Alex introduces them to the “Thinking Processes”, they discuss the necessary-but-insufficient nature of intuition in running a business. Alex has been so adamant about the efficacy of these tools, they want to see a demonstration, and begin grousing about all of the struggles they’re currently having with their businesses. Having promised to boil the issue down to a manageable set of root-causes, Alex begins guiding them through the process of creating a Current Reality Tree.

When I was in business school, I learned that, second only to collecting fees, what business consultants love most is writing things on post-it notes and then shuffling them around. It’s in this area that the Current Reality Tree really shines. The process begins by writing down a long list of UnDesirable Effects, hereafter referred to as “UDEs”. (Rhymes with “cooties”.) This is where you list out everything that is going wrong, every fire you find yourself fighting, and everyone that you’d like to blame. The only difference between this and any other gripefest is that each of these UDEs are being written down.

Once you feel like you have a representative sample of UDEs, the goal is to join all of them together into a single logical tree, of the same general type that we’ve already seen. It may take a great many injections to join all of the UDEs together, but the ultimate goal is that you can see logical cause-and-effect relationships connecting them all. As Alex fleshes out the large tree, he comes to the inevitable conclusion–all of the problems that Jim and Brandon mentioned are caused by (drumroll) managers striving to achieve local optima. It’s our old friend, back again to cause more trouble.

Finding a root cause is not the end result of a current reality tree, however. Once you’ve got the lay of the land, it’s time to find the inherent conflict that is driving the root-cause UDE. Look back through the tree again, and it shouldn’t be hard to spot. Once Alex creates this tree, he tries leveraging it to create a truly breakout solution, but his initial attempt at breaking his conflict cloud fails. Not because the solution doesn’t work, but because it doesn’t work well enough. Breaking a cloud is good, but not all methods of breaking the cloud are created equal. Some solutions are more powerful than others, and so Alex goes back to the cloud and begins working on a different arrow, looking for a more powerful solution.

Future Reality Tree

That new solution Alex finds manifests in the form of a few related strategic objectives. The objectives look like impossibilities when they are first articulated. And so, after all of that preparation, the real work begins–constructing the Future Reality Tree.

A Future Reality Tree functions much like a proof of a mathematical postulate. You posit that some strategic objective is possible, then set out to derive the chain of logic by which that possibility becomes reality. Is this also just a fancy word for “planning”? Perhaps, but most “planning” meetings I’ve been a part of have assumed that the territory is largely known and that the largest hurdles are logistical. The construction of a future reality tree is a much more creative process, with much less certainty that a path to the objective actually exists. It’s less traditional “planning” and much more about “engineering”. Alex begins his Future Reality Tree with his new injection from the conflict cloud, and uses the tree to better understand what that injection implies and how to bring it about.

Negative Branches make an appearance here as well, and not just for checking that a proposed solution is acceptable. They are also used to, in Goldratt’s words, “trim the wings of the flying pigs” that can be created while performing pie-in-the-sky injections to create powerful conflict resolutions. For this negative branch, you’re creating a logical tree to describe why a given solution will not work. At some point, your positive action will lead to a negative result. Focus on the arrow connecting those two concepts and surface the assumptions and conflicts embedded within it to find additional injections that will trim the negative branch. If you can accomplish this, then you have both proven out your solution and created a road map for how to get there.

FInal Thoughts

Goldratt pulls no punches when it comes to selling the thinking processes. I roll my eyes right along with Alex when he remembers Jonah insisting things like: “This method will always create a win-win solutions.” At the end of the day, Goldratt is a consultant, and despite what the marketing says, no tool is correct for every job. But when I read his books, I become a believer in spite of myself. There’s been a fair amount of academic work done on these processes, and what I’ve seen of it indicates that these ideas are typically very impactful and at the least, have done no harm. (Although the standard disclaimers about small sample sizes and inconsistent reporting absolutely apply here.)

And in my life outside of business? I’m brought back again to my original two questions: What is the right thing to be doing right now, and how can I discover it? I can look at the list of UDEs I’m currently struggling with, find the root causes, and find what I need to focus on next. And, How might I achieve those objectives? By engineering solutions, carefully vetted and grounded in my current reality.

We’ve all got personal problems, and our civilization has plenty more to spare if we ever run out. In this environment, I believe that a set of tools to put people on the same side of the table, incentivize good faith, and provide tractable solutions and roadmaps would be one of the most valuable things we could possess. You could do a lot worse for that than the system Goldratt describes here, and I’m not sure I’ve seen anything better.






The High Frontier: Human Colonies in Space by Gerard K. O’Neill

According to legend, Gerard K. O’Neill, the author of The High Frontier: Human Colonies in Space, had one particular matchstick puzzle that he liked to challenge every visitor with. The puzzle in question was how to form four triangles with just six matchsticks. The solution is rather simple when you find it out, it is a tetrahedron, a triangular pyramid. But it requires that you move away from the two-dimensional thinking of placing matchsticks flat on a table and instead see the problem in three dimensions.

Three dimensional thinking is what High Frontier is all about. Before becoming a popular writer Gerard K. O’Neill was an acclaimed physicist and a prolific writer of scientific papers. His major work as a scientist was his fundamental research in particle physics in the 1950s and 60s, research that contributed to the development of particle accelerators and colliding beam physics.

But particle physics was only his first career. O’Neill was an avid pilot and a great admirer of the US space program. He applied to the Apollo program as a scientist astronaut and went through testing and some training but in the end he was not selected. Instead he found ingenious ways to put space exploration into his graduate teaching.

In the late 1960s O’Neill was teaching physics at Princeton University. This was at the height of the space era and as a way to inspire his students he set up assignments where they would calculate the feasibility of different types of space habitats. These space habitats were mostly different types of pressurized spheres and cylinders, rotating to create an artificial gravitation on the interior surface and using mirrors to direct sunlight to the habitable inside.

To the surprise of Professor O’Neill (and presumably to his students too) these theoretical constructions proved very efficient at recreating a liveable environment for humans. And they were not that difficult to construct even with the technology of the early 1970s. This triggered years of dedicated research on the part of O’Neill and he produced numerous scientific papers on different types of space habitats and the ways in which they could be constructed and space thus colonized.

The general principle he settled on is quite straightforward. Conventional rocketry is used to establish a space mission mining resources from the Moon. The Moon’s lesser gravity and lack of atmosphere makes it far cheaper to retrieve resources from there than from Earth (later iterations of the concept use asteroid mining instead of lunar mining). These resources are transported to free space where an industry is set up to convert raw materials into large space habitats. These habitats are then settled with colonizers from Earth.

O’Neill spent a good part of the 1970s producing scientific papers and canvassing support from the scientific community for his ideas for space colonization. In general he was well received by scientists and the minority of the population with an active interest in space exploration. But this was the 70s and public interest in space was waning as rapidly as the funds in the public purse. In short, his grand ideas went nowhere.

That was when he decided to take the issue to the wider public (and, one must assume, to the public’s politicians who were the ones actually holding the purse strings). High Frontier was published in 1977 as a popular summary of his research of the last couple of years. Instead of deep technical discussions it focuses on the social and economical advantages of space colonization. The book was illustrated with dramatic artwork by NASA artist Don Davis and Rick Guidice, whose drawings of massive space habitats filled with lush greenery and exquisite architecture was surely intended to show the Herculean dimension of the task at hand but also the fabulous payoff that could be had.

As the title suggests O’Neill wanted to make space colonization a continuation of previous American colonization of the West. In part this was surely a shrewd marketing gimmick. Readers should be won over with the adventure of a new world to conquer for humanity. But it also reflects deeply held beliefs by Professor O’Neill himself.

O’Neill reasoned that war and conflict on Earth was fundamentally linked to the scarcity of resources and available land. This was the 70s and oil crisis and resource scarcity were regular subjects in the news. In intellectual and academic circles neo-Malthusianism was a serious business.

Against this background O’Neill painted a rosy picture of frontier society. A place where resources are practically unlimited and nothing is holding people and their innate abilities back, a place where everything can be created with hard work, even new land for colonization.

While High Frontier is not an overtly technical book, O’Neill was still a scientist and the technical aspects of the endeavor are given ample space. Space colonization à la O’Neill was built around the assumption that resources were available in space itself. In High Frontier these resources are to be found on the Moon. The Moon has only a sixth of Earth’s gravity which makes it considerably easier to launch cargo to space from there. But above all the Moon has no atmosphere which means it is possible to launch objects from the lunar surface directly into space with no loss of velocity due to air resistance. O’Neill imagined lunar resources would be transported to space in great quantities using solar powered electric railguns on the lunar surface.

In space the lunar resources would be mined for usable materials, materials from which it would be possible to construct space habitats for human habitation but also agricultural units for food production and industrial areas where everything a modern society would need to sustain itself could be produced.

Despite relying heavily on the Moon, O’Neill’s plans still required access to a lot of resources from Earth. If nothing else he dreamed of millions upon millions of earthlings emigrating to space, something which would require significant transportation capacity from Earth’s surface. In 1977, the hope was that this transportation capacity would come from NASA’s still not inaugurated Space Shuttle Program. The space shuttle being both large and reusable seemed to fulfill the dream of cheap access to space. O’Neill ambitiously calculated that a space shuttle would be doing fortnightly trips with 150 colonists each time. Reality would show that this was wildly over-optimistic and the measly capacity of the actual space shuttles would be more culpable than most in scuttling O’Neill’s dreams of space.

Even had the space shuttles been as efficient as promised it would still have cost several fortunes to transport the necessary equipment and people to space. In order to sustain the colonization effort space had to offer something to Earth in return. Professor O’Neill had a solution to this as well. While it is not feasible to export physical products from space back to Earth there is one asset that is amply present in space but seems to be constantly lacking on Earth, namely energy.

In 1977 solar power was not really a serious contender for energy production. Photovoltaic cells were rudimentary and solar plants using mirrors and steam turbines were cumbersome. But even compared with today’s sophisticated solar industry, space has some major advantages when it comes to energy production.

For one, there is no night in space, nor any clouds. The sun always shines. And it does so with full force, not being hampered by atmosphere or other obstructions. Almost as important, at least to Professor O’Neill, is that the zero gravity in space makes it far simpler to put up giant constructions. While a solar plant on Earth needs elaborate, and expensive, scaffolding to stay on the correct place, a solar plant in space can consist of hardly more than strategically placed tin foil around a centrally placed steam generator.

O’Neill envisaged this type of gigantic solar plants placed in a geostationary orbit above the same spot on Earth, converting sunlight into electricity and beaming the electricity down using microwave beams. Microwave beams also need a collector down on Earth to receive the energy. But while photovoltaic cells that collect light are complicated and expensive a microwave receiver can consist of nothing more than a sparse wire mesh. Safe microwave radiation needs to be very weak and the collector thus needs to be very large. But if the mesh is placed on poles then normal land use, for example farming, can still be maintained below the collector.

Using this plan O’Neill hoped not only to solve Earth’s energy problems once and for all, he also hoped to generate enough income to fund the entire space colonization project. We still do not know if this would have worked out, because humanity never colonized space or constructed celestial solar power plants. We do know that no one person or organization believed in O’Neill’s theories enough to put up the necessary capital.

For capital was needed. In great quantities. Professor O’Neill was always, probably for good reason, vague about the actual sums necessary. But there can be no doubt the number was truly astronomical. The only entity able to put up enough capital to even contemplate a space colonization program was the government. And for the government to make such investments it needed strong support from the general public.

Alas, the time for grand public projects had already passed by the time Gerard O’Neill published High Frontier. By 1977 the collective optimism of the 1950s and 1960s had petered out and been replaced by counter-culture and, in the 1980s, rampant individualism. NASA made a big bet on the hugely costly space shuttle program and when that failed to live up to its promises the public appetite for gigantic space programs was non-existent.

High Frontier can be read as an elegy of technology optimism, an elegy of a time when problems could be solved by scientists leading grand projects for the benefit of all mankind. As such it is a history of a future that never was. It is very 70s.

But it can also be read as a concept of a future that is still within the reach of humanity. This is the optimist’s reading. And for the optimist this concept is more within reach than ever. New technology has made space exploration considerably easier than 50 years ago. And spaceflight is slowly getting both cheaper and more accessible due to new business models.

Gerard O’Neill would have been flummoxed had he been told that the space shuttles of the 2020s would be run by private corporations. The Apollo program used a fair amount of private contractors to get its astronauts onto the moon, but they were never anything else than contractors. The government and the government’s organizations were always firmly in charge.

What development there is in the space industry these days has been driven by private capital. And private egos. This makes for a messier world, but also a more interesting one. In the days of old there could usually only be one grand project at a time, an Apollo program when the mission was the moon, a space shuttle program when the mission was space colonization. If this mission failed there was nothing else.

Most of today’s hype is centered around returning to the moon and a mission to Mars. In no small part driven by the most charismatic of the space billionaires, Elon Musk. But the upside of the messy private competition is that there is always someone else ready to make a run for it if the leader stumbles or even falls.

Internet lore has it that Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon and also, as Mr Musk, the owner of his own spaceflight company, was a student of Professor O’Neill at Princeton in the 1980s. This might be an exaggeration but Mr Bezos did attend Princeton at a time when Gerard O’Neill was a professor there. More importantly, Mr Bezos has been very clear about his admiration for Gerard O’Neill and his ideas for space colonization. Other legends even state that he only founded Amazon as a way to fund his space endeavors.

Be as it may with that, but there is a real possibility that Gerard O’Neill’s visions will one day come true, at least in some form. But while O’Neill imagined a collective effort by humanity to conquer space, today space seems more likely to be conquered by the kings of capitalism. Will that make the newly conquered lands in space a monarchy? That will require another book to sort out.






The Hundred-Year Marathon: China’s secret strategy to replace America as the global superpower by Michael Pillsbury

Intro

How much longer can the U.S. expect to remain unchallenged in its leadership of the world?  A question seldom on most of our minds, perhaps, but raised in a sudden and striking way by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.  The outbreak of war certainly caught me by surprise, and I know I’m far from alone in thinking it heralds the end of the U.S.-led international order that has prevailed since the end of the Cold War.  As an American ’90s kid this is the only world I’ve known, and I grew up assuming America was the End of History, but as I’ve matured I’ve come to see that some people around the world just don’t buy into the American narrative of our heroic role on the world stage.  Russia has of course voiced her own opposition to the spread of American power in Europe, but I’m still convinced that the more serious long-term threat to the current world order comes from China.  I hope this book review will give some sense of why.

I read Michael Pillsbury’s 2015 book, The Hundred-Year Marathon__: China’s secret strategy to replace America as the global superpower, late last year, and while I learned a lot from it I didn’t think much about it after I’d finished.  This book was written as a wake-up call to Americans who were unwilling to seriously consider China’s ambitions for the twenty-first century, but on this point I needed little convincing.  It seemed obvious that the Chinese government would have plans to overtake the U.S. in terms of military might, economic capacity, and political influence.

That is not the story that diplomats like Pillsbury have been telling themselves, however.  This book makes a compelling case that the American foreign-policy establishment has been too complacent in assisting the rise of its greatest geopolitical rival, and that as a result America’s position of power among the nations has become more precarious than most of Pillsbury’s ilk will admit.  There is a good deal of evidence presented here that American authorities have underestimated China’s capabilities in recent decades, but far more important is how the U.S. has overestimated the degree of alignment between the values Western countries take for granted and those of the Chinese Communist Party.

Pillsbury attributes this international misunderstanding to Americans’ ignorance of Chinese history and culture, plus wishful thinking that the world wants to be just like America, as well as the complementary Chinese strategy of hiding in plain sight while gaining strength.  This book lays out an argument that the Chinese have sought to keep their plans secret from the West, including by active deception, and that key players on the American side, not least Pillsbury himself, have been blinded to this deception by the incentive to preserve good relations at all times.  The portrayal of China as a cunning underdog taking advantage of the dominant power’s hubris is well-crafted, but what makes this book shine is Pillsbury’s confession of the role he personally played in the strategic blunders of Sino-American diplomacy since the Nixon administration.  He has recanted his earlier position on China, but in this reviewer’s opinion his change of mind does not go far enough, as he fails to question his presupposition that American dominance of the entire world is the most desirable state of affairs.  Pillsbury comes across as an American imperialist from the first, and his commitment to U.S. hegemony has not faltered; what has changed is his understanding of China’s willingness to cooperate with America’s imperial agenda, and his foreign-policy stances have shifted accordingly.

What does this have to do with the war in Ukraine?  Well, I don’t think Zhao Lijian was joking when he said on April 1 of this year that “NATO should have become history when the Soviet Union disintegrated,” denouncing the Cold-War alliance as “the initiator and biggest promoter of the Ukraine crisis,” as reported by RT.  Is the Russian invasion best understood as the blowback from decades of imperialistic overreach on the part of America and her allies?  That’s not among the most immediate causal factors, but it’s definitely part of the story.  It’s telling that this is what the Russians are telling themselves, and it’s troubling that Russian propaganda can get away with portraying China as sympathetic to their resistance against the expansive ambitions of NATO.  Clearly, the U.S. has underestimated the degree to which former great powers like China and Russia resent their status in the current world order, and recent events in Eastern Europe show that – accurately or not – the U.S.-led West is seen as vulnerable.  I was initially unsure what book I wanted to review for this contest, but news of the war in Ukraine motivated me to take a much more serious look at The Hundred-Year Marathon and Pillsbury’s claims that the U.S. is unprepared for a real challenge to its hegemony.

There seems to be a reckoning in store for the American empire, and while virtually nobody saw this coming, there were certainly hints that America’s status was not as secure as its leaders assumed.  Pillsbury was in a position to notice that something was wrong with the story U.S. diplomats were telling about Sino-American relations, but he spent much of his career in denial, promoting American military and economic cooperation with China and viewing the increased interdependence of the two countries as key to building a safer, stabler world.  He played a pivotal role in mainstreaming the narrative that American charity was necessary to support a weak China and would influence its development in line with Western values, so I’m not surprised it took a lot of evidence to change his mind.  The momentum of his career trajectory must have made this about-face a difficult move.

About the Author

The Hundred-Year Marathon relies heavily on its author’s decades of personal experience in U.S.-China relations, and for the most part he comes across as credible.  He doesn’t spare himself in his assessment of American ignorance, and his change of mind seems to have come about honestly over the course of his career.  Pillsbury laments how gullible he was as a young diplomat and how many of his peers continue to follow the false narrative he found so seductive at the start of his dealings with the CCP, that China aspires to be nothing more than a reskinned United States and needs further help from the West to realize this dream.  This book seems to have been largely motivated by a desire to summarize and share the experiences that led its author to see China as “a competitor, not a welfare case,” and it uses his personal story to great rhetorical effect.

Michael Pillsbury has been an influential figure in Sino-American relations for decades, and his career began before the U.S. even recognized the People’s Republic of China as a legitimate state.  Until Nixon, every president since the end of the Chinese Civil War in 1949 had affirmed that the rightful government of China belonged to the nationalists who had fled to Taiwan in the aftermath of the Communist victory, rejecting the possibility of diplomatic ties to “Red” China.  This state of affairs lasted until the 1960s, when Washington began to sense that tensions were escalating between Beijing and Moscow.

American intelligence officials had heard about a growing Sino-Soviet split from one Soviet defector, but another had rejected rumors of such a split as misinformation.  The intelligence community needed insiders’ perspectives to determine what the Soviets actually thought of their Chinese neighbors.  Lacking sufficient higher-level sources of intel they turned in 1969 to a young Brzezinski protégé at the UN, Michael Pillsbury.  He describes himself at the time with humble braggadocio as “a lowly graduate student who happened to be working at a Soviet-packed organization in New York, the UN Secretariat,” and, as “the only American assigned to any spot in the division,” he was “an obvious target for recruitment” by U.S. intelligence agencies that wanted information on what the Soviets were thinking.

Pillsbury heard from various Soviet bureaucrats at the UN that “Soviet leadership hated and feared the Chinese, believing that China was planning to take control of the Communist world and eventually assert global dominance,” but they had underestimated the threat for decades as the Chinese had “skillfully played the part of weaklings dependent on Soviet assistance,” with the implication that “the worst error the United States could make would be to provide military aid to China.”  He goes on to confess his own willful ignorance in the face of these warnings, describing a particular Soviet source as “credible” but ultimately dismissing him:


He sounded to me like a boyfriend talking about his ex-girlfriend, warning that she’d break my heart like she broke his. … It seemed unrealistic that the Chinese would dare to dream about truly surpassing the United States.  All official Washington heard was that China wanted a new dance partner.  President Nixon would have to decide whether to cut in.  Thus began a relationship with consequences far more profound than any of us at the time dared to consider.



This misstep seems all the more tragic given that Pillsbury himself had seen classified Soviet documents (secretly photographed by the CIA), which “revealed that Moscow’s military leaders already saw China as a military threat as dangerous as the NATO alliance.”  The Soviets were not just feeding the U.S. a line.  Pillsbury’s contacts at the UN tried to warn even their capitalist enemies that the Chinese were treacherous allies with global ambitions of their own, who would take advantage of America’s strength and largesse the same way they had fooled the Soviet Union.  But the prospect of splitting up the Communist world proved too tempting, so on the advice of Michael Pillsbury and other “panda huggers,” the Nixon administration sought to make a powerful new ally out of a former foe.

This was the start of Michael Pillsbury’s career, and he went on to advocate closer Sino-American ties under every president from Richard Nixon to Bill Clinton.  He played an important role in promoting the notion that American assistance in China’s development would bring about “a convergence of Chinese and Western views on questions of regional and global order,” which was the goal for which he worked most of his career.  Motivated by the hope that American charity would prompt reciprocal goodwill from the Chinese, he and his fellow diplomats angled for alliance based on mutual opposition to the Soviet Union and made a number of offers to win China’s trust.  Pillsbury himself, under the guidance of Fred Iklé, wrote a memo to Henry Kissinger expressing “support for tangible U.S. covert cooperation with China,” which ultimately inspired Kissinger to court China by “proposing the beginnings of a military supply relationship, both in peacetime and in the case of a Soviet invasion.”

As Pillsbury’s foreign-policy career advanced, cooperation between the US and China escalated through the Ford and Carter administrations, culminating in the deals struck under Ronald Reagan, “who treated China as a full strategic partner—albeit in secret.”  Pillsbury notes, however, that Reagan’s willingness to strengthen China through our mutual cooperation came with stipulations, whereas the aid offered by his predecessors had come with far fewer strings attached.  As he describes it, “U.S. assistance to China was conditioned on China staying independent of the Soviet Union and liberalizing its authoritarian system,” but Reagan’s advisers “largely ignored these preconditions, and for whatever reason so did he.”  The United States worked with China against Soviet interests in southern Africa, where they armed anti-Cuban forces in the Angolan Civil War; in Cambodia, where they bolstered the Khmer Rouge against invasion from Vietnam; and most infamously in Afghanistan, where the U.S. sent over $2 billion in Chinese weapons to help Osama bin Laden and his buddies fight the Russians in Charlie Wilson’s War.  This was the high point of Sino-American military cooperation, but the US government would continue to aid China economically, both directly and indirectly through organizations like the WTO.  Pillsbury got himself in deep with this stuff, and it’s to his credit that he makes no attempt to exculpate himself from the U.S. government’s misreading of its relationship with China.

Pillsbury’s skepticism of China’s honesty and good intentions grew slowly, but the balance of evidence seems to have shifted for him sometime in the early 2000s.  He recalls that in the 1980s and 1990s he was “a prominent advocate for military sales to China and considered a strong promoter of U.S.-China relations.”  Back then he was “warmly welcomed” with “access to Chinese think tanks, scholars, military officials, government workers, and more,” but after expressing his concerns about China’s rise in a 2006 Wall Street Journal article, he found himself blacklisted by the CCP.  His exclusive academic visa access was canceled; he now “needed official diplomatic notes from the U.S. government” to visit China, and his “interactions were monitored more carefully than before.”  This was a blow to his information-gathering ability, but it quite probably earned him a certain form of ‘cred’ as a China expert:


It has long been known among China scholars that the people most trusted to report on China are those academics, journalists, and writers who have been denied visas into the country.  The rest routinely make compromises, consciously or subconsciously, to maintain their access.



At this point in his dealings with China, Pillsbury had learned more than enough to support the radical change in his opinion, and in the ensuing years he evidently prepared to publish the accumulated lessons of his career in a popular book.  This seems to have been a good move, and not just because he sold a lot of copies.  As he tells it, it was his work on The Hundred-Year Marathon that accidentally brought him back into the good graces of the CCP, who seem to have committed a major blunder in underestimating the severity of Pillsbury’s break with his former positions.

It was 2013 that, for seemingly no reason, the Chinese once again approved Pillsbury’s request for a scholar’s visa.  He describes his surprise at being “invited to lunches and dinners by various People’s Liberation Army generals” and greeted by officials he hadn’t seen in years on his 2013 visit.  He would learn a lot about China in 2013, but at first he was just confused.  A Chinese defector friend of his suggested that it was because he had been working on his book and discussing it by email: “The Chinese apparently had gambled that if they were nice to me, and granted me more access, then maybe this book would be a little softer on them.”  This book is, of course, Marathon, and it is not softer on them.  Not even a little.

Pillsbury shows some huevos in turning the CCP’s attempted rehabilitation of their relationship with him against them.  For one thing, he tells us just how transparently manipulative they were, so the Chinese come off worse than if they had just left the guy alone.  More importantly, however, he takes advantage of their gestures of goodwill to gather more supporting evidence for the hawkish stance on China he advocates in his book.  Instead of taking their welcoming attitude at face value, he had the good sense to question the narrative he was being fed, and he has effectively leveraged the access he received to further undermine the credibility of the Chinese government.

The irony is that this all happened because the Chinese had learned about the book and tried to win back his favor so that he wouldn’t portray them too negatively.  They were of course unable to sway him, as he’d been gathering evidence of China’s capacity to deceive the United States since the late 1990s, when certain Chinese military figures had told him of a plan laid under Mao Zedong for China to regain its “proper” place on the world stage by the mid-twenty-first century, a plan called the “Hundred-Year Marathon.”  Pillsbury may have thought this plan far-fetched at first, but in the years leading up to the publication of his book, his Chinese contacts spoke with increasing candor and confidence about the inevitability of a “China-led world order,” which only heightened the urgent need he felt to share his warnings about China with a wider audience.

The greatest obstacle to most Americans’ understanding of China’s thinking is simply ignorance of Chinese history and culture, and in the book’s early chapters Pillsbury presents the historical context from which the modern Chinese mindset has developed.  The history of China is long and complex, but Pillsbury highlights a few key periods, ancient and modern, that have most profoundly shaped China’s strategic thinking.  Some of the lessons drawn from this history seem like common sense, but others reveal important differences in the presuppositions that Chinese and Western minds bring to bear on strategy and tactics.

(Americans) Don’t Know Much About (Chinese) History

The title of this book, The Hundred-Year Marathon, refers to a plan by the Chinese government to achieve geopolitical preeminence, surpassing the United States in particular, by 2049, the hundredth anniversary of the Communist victory in mainland China.  There is a definite conspiratorial note here that is reflected in Pillsbury’s rhetoric throughout the book, but in this case accusations of conspiracy seem reasonable.  First off, Pillsbury cites as his source for the phrase “Hundred-Year Marathon” the 2009 book, The China Dream, in which Colonel Liu Mingfu says admiringly of Mao Zedong that “he dared to craft a grand plan to surpass America, stating that beating the United States would be China’s greatest contribution to humanity.”  That’s a bold claim to make about the nation that gave the world gunpowder, wood-pulp paper, and soy sauce, but it’s only reasonable that the government of China would have lofty long-term ambitions, given the country’s history.

The Chinese are a proud people, attuned to their rich history, who feel they are well below their rightful place among the nations.  As Pillsbury mentions when discussing his 2013 visit to the Chinese National Museum, China sees itself as “a great nation whose people are industrious, courageous, intelligent, and peace-loving and have made indelible contributions to human civilization.”  This of course could have been said by any American president about the United States (or even by the archvillain Putin in reference to Russia!) but the universal applicability of this garden-variety national pride sheds an interesting light on the asymmetry in power between the U.S. and other countries.  The Chinese would contend they have as much right as anyone to the position of global leadership currently held by the United States, maybe even more so than an upstart nation that’s not even half a millennium old.

China, in one form or another, has consistently been one of the great powers of world history since before the Roman Empire, and Chinese culture has a long memory.  “When an American is asked to date a historical event,” Henry Kissinger has written, “he refers to a specific day on the calendar; when a Chinese describes an event, he places it within a dynasty.”  The history of China, stretching back to the dawn of East Asian civilization, records fourteen imperial dynasties, of which “ten have each lasted longer than the entire history of the United States.”  This sense of historical depth contributes to the Chinese understanding that meaningful victories are not won quickly or easily and may be preceded by serious defeats.  Despite its relative weakness throughout most of U.S. history, China at this point seems better positioned than the United States to execute long-term plans in its own national interest.

Pillsbury contrasts the U.S. where “businesses live by quarterly reports,” “politicians operate on short election cycles, and successful stock market strategies may be based on trading conducted in a single day,” with China where leaders “make plans that span generations” and “set goals that will not be achieved for a half century or more.”  It may strike some as stereotypy, but it seems that China’s collectivist culture gives them an advantage over individualistic societies like the U.S. by making it easier for the development of society to be directed from the top down by people practiced in long-term thinking for the good of the nation.  Unlike American politicians whose careers are made by condescending to the whims of a fickle public, Chinese leaders look up for guidance – to the CCP with its long-term dreams of national greatness – and by this red star steer a much more determined course to their desired future.  Liberal democracy sure is a lot of fun, but authoritarianism has its perks as well, one of which is a heightened historical consciousness in its leaders, a stronger sense that the past and the future are just as real as the present election cycle.

Classical Education

Chinese history and literature feature prominently in The Hundred-Year Marathon, which argues that Americans’ ignorance on these matters is a decisive disadvantage when trying to understand the strategic thinking of the CCP.  One of the book’s central arguments is that the strategies of conflict demonstrated throughout Chinese history are taken for granted in China and inform Chinese strategic thinking today, even as Americans may still find them alien.  Writing for a Western audience, Pillsbury is at pains to show how decisions made by China in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries are most naturally understood in the context of ancient Chinese history, and his attempt to bridge the cultural divide between China and the Anglophone West in this respect is admirable.

The earliest period Pillsbury highlights as formative of Chinese thinking on military strategy is the Spring and Autumn period, which was characterized by political uncertainty and continual struggles for power, including among the legendary five hegemons.  This period laid the foundation for China’s understanding of the means hegemonic powers employ to maintain their status as well as the ways a challenger can seek to take power.  Pillsbury uses a story from The Spring and Autumn Annals to illustrate the Chinese attitude that a rising power must keep its ambitions secret from greater powers until the opportune moment.  In the story, a challenger’s wish to overthrow the emperor is revealed when he asks how much the imperial cauldrons weigh, evidently already planning to move the cauldrons upon seizing the throne.  The relevant proverb, well known in China, reads, “never ask the weight of the Emperor’s cauldrons,” meaning don’t give a stronger rival any hints that you seek to challenge him until you’re confident you can win.

Another story from the end of this period that Pillsbury heard from a Chinese defector in 2003 concerns the hegemon Fuchai and the challenger Goujian.  As Pillsbury recounts, Fuchai captures Goujian but ignores the advice of his “hawkish” adviser Wu Zixu to kill his prisoner.  Instead, Fuchai allows his rival to “serve as his personal servant for three years in exchange for his freedom, after which Goujian promises to be a strategic partner of the hegemon.”  When Goujian regains his freedom, however, he “vows revenge for the humiliation he has suffered” and ultimately “invades the kingdom and captures Fuchai” to claim hegemony as his own.  Pillsbury attributes Fuchai’s blunder to “other advisers, working secretly with the captured Goujian,” who “systematically defame and undermine Wu Zixu” until the hegemon puts his hawkish adviser to death.  This story exemplifies the importance of patience and stealth in overthrowing an entrenched power, and Pillsbury is clear about its application to modern geopolitics.  He sees America “playing the role of Fuchai, a ruling king being persuaded by duplicitous or foolish advisers to ignore warnings about its rival’s true intentions,” while China is behaving like Goujian, “promising partnership and loyalty to the West until the time is right.”  This is a recurring theme throughout Chinese history, and later periods of division and conflict furnish plenty of examples.

Pillsbury discusses the Warring States period extensively, arguing that the texts and events of this period provide the primary frame through which China sees its relationship with the U.S. and other nations.  Before the consolidation of the first Chinese empire, a number of different rulers battled for the title of hegemon (Pillsbury often uses the Chinese word ba), and the records of these conflicts continue to exert a strong influence on China’s military leaders.  Pillsbury makes multiple references to the Chinese text Stratagems of the Warring States, which seems to have no available English translation despite being “highly popular and closely studied in China,” where it is taught in schools and “considered a manual for statecraft.”  He laments the lack of familiarity with this text in the West and feels that his foriegn-policy colleagues have missed a great deal of subtext by failing to recognize Chinese leaders’ references to Stratagems and other works of Warring States literature.

The Chinese term for strategist has its origins in the Warring States period.  It means something like “horizontal-vertical-expert,” because the various kingdoms of the period were roughly organized into a north-south “vertical alliance” and an east-west “horizontal alliance.”  Pillsbury’s description of the victory that ended this period is instructive: “Finally, the horizontal alliance soothed its rivals by denying any ambition to replace them and appealing to their short-term interests.  Deception successfully broke apart the opposing coalition, and Qin, its strongest member, conquered the vertical alliance.”  This type of deception was common in the Warring States period, during which “the worst thing a rising leader could do was to provoke confrontation with his more powerful rival before the point of maximum opportunity.”  Pillsbury credits Stratagems with the lesson that “some of the wisest rising challengers even persuaded the old emperor to unwittingly assist in the challenger’s ascendance” and sees the same dynamics at work in the U.S.-China relationship he helped to promote.  His claim is clear that China has taken inspiration from the Warring States and presented Americans with a deceptive narrative about its ambitions in order to cultivate a false sense of security and secure further assistance from the U.S. government.

Pillsbury’s discussion of this period’s influence on modern China benefits greatly from his diplomatic access and his knowledge of Chinese.  He differentiates himself from scholars who “have asserted in a general way that China’s ancient past influences its present, but that it does so only metaphorically,” arguing that such mainstream scholars could not see the true relevance of the Warring states period because they “lacked access to internal Chinese government planning documents” and “Chinese defectors who previously held high positions inside the Chinese government.”  Pillsbury cites “restricted essays by China’s top generals and strategists” as the source of his conclusion that “the Warring States mind-set has long been dominant among China’s leaders.”  He recalls noticing on a visit to a military bookstore in 2013 that “there were clearly more lessons from ancient Chinese history than ever before,” indicating that the events of this period are as relevant as ever in China’s cultural memory.  Upon asking about further historical lessons he might find in “the newly designated part of the bookstore where the sign said ‘Chinese military officers only,’” he was told by an officer that certain books were “not for foreigners to see because their lessons are too specific.”

America could stand to take a lesson or two from Chinese history, however, and one of Pillsbury’s motivations for writing The Hundred-Year Marathon is his hope that “the United States can adapt a few Chinese concepts from the Warring States era to beat China at its own game.”  He is ultimately optimistic about how the United States can use its advantages to stay on top, as long as the U.S. government is not fooled by the messages China presents to the West.  To underscore the continued relevance of Warring-States-style strategic deception, the book presents a few more exemplary power struggles that date to a few centuries later and have been immortalized in one of China’s greatest literary works.

The Three Kingdoms period was another inter-dynastic period characterized by conflict, and it provides the setting for the Ming dynasty novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms, China’s most influential work of fiction.  Several stories from this novel are retold in Marathon, all involving conflict between a ruling hegemon and a challenger seeking to outwit and supplant him.  The Three Kingdoms period is introduced by discussing the famous Battle of Red Cliffs, in which Cao Cao, the hegemon with clear military superiority, was deceived multiple times and utterly defeated by the superior strategy of Zhuge Liang.  The schemes that these two employ against each other involve multiple layers of deceit that are too complex to discuss here, but Pillsbury sums up the situation nicely: “The long series of deceptions had destroyed Cao Cao, who had commanded the largest military force in China.”  Again the theme of an up-and-coming power using clever stratagems to defeat a superior military force is emphasized, and, as Cao Cao “best exemplifies the concept of a ba [hegemon] in ancient Chinese literature,” this historical character is most closely analogous to the way the Chinese view the United States.

At their first meeting in 1975, Deng Xiaoping told Gerald Ford a story in which the challenger Liu Bei is defeated by Cao Cao and offers his services to the hegemon.  Deng quoted Cao Cao’s famous expression of distrust at this offer: “Liu Bei is like an eagle, which when it is hungry will work for you, but when it is well fed will fly away.”  The Americans understood that Cao Cao represented the United States in this situation, and Deng’s quote about Liu Bei was meant in reference to the Soviet Union, but PIllsbury contends that there were shades of meaning in this story that he and his colleagues failed to see: “What the Americans missed from that anecdote was that the same strategic sentiment held true for China.  Once America built China into an equal, China would not remain an ally but would ‘fly away.’”  This seems like common sense, that China wouldn’t be content to play second fiddle to the U.S. forever, and the failure to recognize this speaks more to the willful ignorance of the American foreign-policy establishment than anything particularly crafty from the Chinese president.

The other meaning Pillsbury sees in Deng’s quote, however, is much more cryptic because “Deng tactfully decided not to tell the most famous story” about these two characters, in which Cao Cao invites Liu Bei to meet with him for drinks.  At this time the hegemon was at the height of his powers, and while Liu Bei dreamed of overthrowing him, he “had to keep his secret agenda from the attentive and intelligent Cao Cao.”  Liu Bei successfully plays the fool and leaves Cao Cao none the wiser despite the more powerful man’s clever attempts to ferret out his true intentions.  He later tells his allies how he managed “to convince Cao Cao of my perfect simplicity and the absence of any ambition,” allowing him to escape suspicion and continue plotting against the hegemon: “Liu Bei soon gained his independence from Cao Cao and spent the rest of his long life fighting against him for dominance.”  If the Chinese see themselves as Liu Bei to America’s Cao Cao, this anecdote from their great literary classic suggests that the U.S. should expect deceptive behavior from China as the rising nation bides its time and builds its capabilities.

“There was no sign,” Pillsbury laments, “that either Ford or Kissinger had any idea what Deng was talking about” with his eagle and whatnot.  Of course, Deng’s reference to Liu Bei’s disloyalty, taken in isolation, need not imply anything in particular, but in the context of China’s long military history this is seen to be one iteration of a recurring theme: rising powers must keep their ambitions secret so as not to be perceived as a threat to the ruling power, until they are strong enough to take power for themselves.  It’s only reasonable to assume that Chinese history and literature have deeply informed the Chinese view of power and their approach to present-day geopolitics, and if Americans stay ignorant of these cultural touchstones, then so much the worse for American hegemony.

Ba: humbug?

—Whew! That was a lot of history with which Pillsbury expects his largely American readership to be unfamiliar.  But these stories are significant parts of the historical context in which China views itself and the world at large.  The Chinese see the United States as a hegemon akin to the aforementioned historical examples, which guide their expectations of how Washington will act to maintain its power.  This book uses “hegemon” virtually interchangeably with the Chinese word ba, but as Pillsbury explains, its true meaning is something closer to “tyrant.”


Ba has a specific historical meaning from China’s Warring States period, where the ba provided military order to the known world and used force to wipe out its rivals, until the ba itself was brought down by force. … They rose and fell, as each new national challenger outfoxed the old ba in a contest of wits lasting decades or even a hundred years.



Thus, when Chinese Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai told Henry Kissinger in 1971, “America is the ba,” Kissinger’s ignorance of the Chinese language caused him to miss an important nuance in this simple statement.  What Kissinger heard from his translator was, “America is the leader,” which “seemed to be an innocuous remark, and when taken in the context of the Cold War even a compliment.”  Pillsbury sees in retrospect that “the Chinese saw Americans not as leaders, but as wrongdoers and tyrants,” but this revelation came far too late to change much, and he bemoans that he and his colleagues “still have to sort out and live with the consequences of that key mistranslation.”

Understanding on the American side had at least improved by 2002, when the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission wrote that “China’s leaders consistently characterize the United States as a ‘hegemon,’ connoting a powerful protagonist and overbearing bully that is China’s major competitor.”  The commission also notes ominously that “China has traditionally characterized as hegemons only foreign powers with which it has highly antagonistic relationships.”  Why would China see its relationship with the U.S. as “highly antagonistic” after all the American government has done for China’s military and economic development?  China itself is accustomed to playing the role of ba, at least in its own sphere of influence, and the nation views the last two centuries as a particularly low period in its history.  But history, it seems, is not over yet.

Humiliation and Hegemony

The term “century of humiliation” denotes the period from 1839 to 1949, beginning with the Chinese defeat in the First Opium War and ending with the Communist victory in the Chinese Civil War.  As the Chinese see it, they have long been taken advantage of by the United States, and their narrative of the U.S. as an imperialistic aggressor aimed at world domination certainly hits different these days.  This time period did see the United States expand its territory westward through seizures of land as well as win two world wars, leaving it in a position of unprecedented global dominance, but Pillsbury insists that Americans have only the best of intentions.  With the shamelessness of a true patriot, he describes the Chinese “alternative history” that sees in the U.S. “something approximating an evil twin of its actual self, continually working to undermine the Chinese people, even as, in reality, Americans worked to strengthen China.”  It may be a matter of some debate, what it means to “undermine” a people or “strengthen” a nation, but in any case the Chinese feel that they’ve had a tough break in recent history, and as is only human they blame their misfortune on whoever’s in charge.

The Chinese tale of American villainy in East Asia begins in 1844 with John Tyler and the Treaty of Wanghia.  Like most of you, I’d never heard of this particular treaty, but Chairman Mao called it “the first unequal treaty signed as a result of U.S. aggression against China” and it is recorded in Chinese textbooks as having been imposed by the United States for the sake of “illegal actions to exploit China.”  This might be an uncharitable framing on the part of the Chinese, but frankly American history is chock-full of illegal actions to exploit other countries.  Moreover, all I knew about John Tyler (besides that he ran with “Tippecanoe”) was that he annexed Texas from Mexico, so imperialistic ambitions aren’t exactly out-of-character for the guy.

And as the Chinese tell it, it didn’t take long before the American agenda of hegemonic domination was taken up by Abraham Lincoln, to them “just another brutal, thuggish American imperialist” who wanted “China to be dominated, or even exploited within the international community.”  A far cry, perhaps, from the towering Yankee messiah enshrined in the national mythos of the United States, Honest Abe allegedly had conquest on his mind when he appointed Anson Burlingame as U.S. minister to China.  The 1868 Burlingame Treaty in this light appears aimed at pressuring China to comply with Western cultural norms: “It broke down native rituals and China’s system of etiquette in favor of Western diplomatic traditions and made possible Lincoln’s dream of American control of the Pacific.”  It is unclear where the Chinese got this notion of “Lincoln’s dream,” as Lincoln seems to have had his hands full with maintaining American control of America, but in the wake of the Perry Expedition it was not hard to guess at the broader ambitions of the United States.  To paraphrase a paraphrase of a paraphrase, the Chinese assume Lincoln was seeking “the conquest of China by Massachusetts.”

Pillsbury of course has a different take on these treaties, calling Wanghia “a pro-China compact” and Burlingame “advantageous to the Chinese,” but from the perspective of history neither the American nor the Chinese interpretation is more valid than the other.  Of course this American diplomat isn’t going to countenance the view that American diplomacy since the nineteenth century has been imperialistic in its approach to China and the rest of the world, but if the Chinese feel otherwise then America has no grounds to deny their experience of their own recent history.  Even if the U.S. struck deals that were to China’s material benefit, it’s reasonable to suppose that by bringing themselves into closer relationships with China and other countries, the Americans were at some level gunning for a Cultural Victory.  There is zero discussion of whether American cultural influence has been to China’s benefit, since Pillsbury seems to assume that the U.S. is unquestionably a force for good in the world, and this is one of The Hundred-Year Marathon’s most serious flaws.

When it comes to the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, however, Pillsbury hardly even tries to save face, describing the Chinese perspective thus:


America joined an eight-nation expeditionary force that defeated the patriotic rebels who were fighting to free China from Western dominance.  The foreign army raped and pillaged its way across China, and then the victors imposed $61 billion dollars in reparations (in today’s dollars) on the Chinese people.



As rebuttal, all this book can muster is the footnoteless assertion that during the Boxer Rebellion “the United States was a leader in restraining the abuses of foreign soldiers.”  Sure it was.

The Chinese account of World War I is another story of betrayal by the West.  China fought on the side of the Allies and expected to share in the spoils of victory, so they took it as a tremendous insult when the captured German colony of Shandong (Qingdao) was handed over to the Japanese.  The Chinese felt they were lawfully entitled to the territory and resented Woodrow Wilson for failing to secure them this prize.  Disregarding Hanlon’s razor altogether this view of history paints Wilson as a bad actor whose “dream of liberty and global military cooperation to secure peace was a clever ruse to fool the world into sanctioning America’s hegemonic aggression.”  A different interpretation of this might be that only America and her client states share this “dream of liberty and global military cooperation” and the attempt to enforce this cosmopolitan vision on the world is simply another form of American cultural imperialism.  Pillsbury cites an influential Chinese textbook, Deng Shusheng’s American History and the Americans as stating that Wilson sought to “make all of China a sphere of influence of the United States.”  It certainly seems that the ambition of folks like Woodrow “kept us out of war” Wilson was in fact to convert the entire globe into an American sphere of influence (or do you think the world turned out this way by accident?).  The Chinese are not wrong in broad strokes, but they exaggerate the extent to which America’s hegemonic ambitions have focused on their country in particular.

This can be seen much more clearly in how China tells itself the story of WWII.  Apparently the Japanese campaigns of aggression against China in the 1930s were “part of the U.S. strategy to pit the two Asian nations against each other in an endless war that would prevent either from rising to threaten American hegemony in the western Pacific.”  This claim is a lot more pointed and a lot less defensible than claims that America has historically sought to expand its sphere of influence and spread its culture abroad, but its truth value is in some sense irrelevant, as this is the story the Chinese tell themselves.  This is the behavior expected of a hegemon.  This whole alt-history narrative shows the kind of country China understands the United States to be, and the Chinese illustrate their tale of American world domination with the indisputable fact of America’s dominance in the world today.  The outcome of WWII was obviously beneficial to the United States, and, being an American myself, I grew up with a vague understanding of the two World Wars as the great milestones of our ascent to superpower status.  Did Washington leverage the international crises of the twentieth century to seize power on the world stage?  Of course that’s what happened, but the Chinese err in assuming that the U.S. did anything to orchestrate these events, rather than simply being in the right place at the right time to pick up the pieces.

Likewise, the Chinese impute to the U.S. a great deal more agency and foresight than it actually had in the Cold War.  Pillsbury describes how the fall of the Soviet Union “shook Beijing” and “served to underscore the Chinese leaders’ anti-American paranoia.”  The Chinese concept of wu wei or “action by inaction” seemed to apply nicely to the way America was able to defeat the Soviet Union simply by outlasting it and ascending to the global throne once “the Communist system could no longer sustain itself.”  China saw this cold victory as “a masterful display of statecraft and deception that exploited Soviet mistakes” and resolved not to “be similarly duped as the United States employs the same strategy against China.”

Pillsbury explicitly compares the Cold War with the Warring States period, writing that while China had long feared encirclement by the Soviet Union and its allies, “China’s strategy to break the Soviet encirclement with help from its fellow Warring State was succeeding.”  With the Soviet threat neutralized, Pillsbury assumed the U.S. and China could “build on this foundation of trust and become true allies forever,” but he realizes now that that was just as naive as it sounds.  With the benefit of hindsight, he notes that “according to the Warring States’ axioms, now would be the time for China to get back to dealing with the real hegemon, the United States.”  The two countries had been convenient allies while the Soviet Union threatened both of them, but as America knocked off its last rival for the status of global ba, China saw that its greatest threat was now assimilation into the American world empire.

This Chinese spin on the entire history of Sino-American relations demonstrates nicely the incentive China has to frame itself as a victim rather than a beneficiary of the powers that be.  It is a narrative that leverages America’s image of itself as the guarantor of weaker nations’ welfare as well as Americans’ reluctance to think of the American global empire as such.  If the United States has been an ally to China this whole time and instrumental in helping it rise to its current station, then Americans should expect to have earned China’s gratitude; however, if U.S. diplomacy in China has been simply one arc of America’s long quest for world domination, then the Chinese are entitled to demand concessions from Americans and rebuke them for their imperialistic history.

With the U.S. now indisputably on top of the world order, China has reason to consider that maybe this was what the Americans wanted all along, and in this light America’s ostensibly benevolent overtures to China are more readily interpreted as soft power grabs.  What’s more, if the United States has worked so hard to achieve its position, maybe China should be gunning for that top spot too.  Insofar as the values of the Chinese differ from the Western paradigm that currently dominates, we should expect them to mount at least some opposition to the consolidation of the current world order and, crucially, to prioritize the secrecy of this opposition until the moment is right.

A Shift in Shi

The end of the Cold War brought about a major change in the national security situation for both the United States and China, and Pillsbury argues that China showed greater flexibility than the U.S. in adapting to the new geopolitical situation.  He credits this in part to the Chinese concept of shi, which he singles out as particularly difficult to translate from Chinese, offering glosses like “alignment of forces,” “propensity of things to happen,” “shaping” or “eventuating” a situation, “creation of opportunity,” “unfolding” and “nudging”.  He feels the concept imbued with “an almost mystical fatalism” about the power of human agency: “Humans and nations can interact with each other and change events, but those events have an independent momentum all their own.”  He quotes Henry Kissinger’s book On China which calls shi “the art of understanding matters in flux” (italics Pillsbury’s).  Proper understanding of shi involves open-mindedness and a feel for the contingencies of any situation, a willingness to update one’s beliefs and plans based on the developments of each moment.  (The book doesn’t mention it, but a more scientifically inclined reader might profitably think of shi as the “self-organized criticality” of things.)  The versatility of this concept is further evidenced by its appearance in compound vocabulary terms with meanings like “to shape a situation,” “to build up military posture,” “to assess the overall strategic political situation,” or “to seek a balance of power.”

Central to this concept is the notion that swift reversal of fortune is always possible as shi shifts from one state of affairs to another.  While shi had once favored a Sino-Soviet alliance when the communist experiment looked promising, as the Cold War dragged on through the sixties, “Mao was able to assess correctly the shi that was driving China out of the Soviet orbit and toward a new alliance with the West.”  In a similar way when the Cold War ended, China took stock of shi in order to reposition itself relative to the United States.

Pillsbury recounts learning about this Chinese reassessment of Sino-American relations in the early 1990s from a Chinese defector who told him Chinese “youth and intellectuals fell in love with America” during the period of close cooperation between the two countries but that such widespread admiration for American values in China “must never happen again.”  With their long cultural memory, the Chinese government continued aspiring to a hegemony of its own and seeking “an end to humiliation at the hands of the West.”  When this defector used the phrase “two birds with one stone,” Pillsbury pressed him on his meaning, to which the man responded, “There is no more Soviet threat … so Beijing doesn’t need America to protect us anymore,” with the implication that the other bird was the United States.  Pillsbury recollects that he used the word ba and said outright, “Shi has shifted.”

It is virtually impossible to overstate the importance Pillsbury assigns to this term, as he references it throughout his book and claims that “the lack of recognition of the potential exploitation of shi … is dooming American strategy toward China.”  This failure of American foreign policy to take advantage of shi is exemplified by the U.S. government’s refusal to change tactics in response to the Tiananmen Square protests and massacre.

8964 Reasons Why

The Chinese casting of America as the world-bestriding archvillain of modern history is relatively recent, with its origins in the Chinese government’s response to the pro-democracy demonstrations of 1989.  Pillsbury records that “America was portrayed in a largely positive light in Chinese popular culture and state media” following Mao’s invitation to Nixon, and that today “the United States still inspires fascination” among Chinese moderates, but the hawks in the Chinese military take a hard anti-American stance because they believe the American ideal of democracy has been a pernicious influence on China’s people.  Pillsbury would likely agree about the direction of U.S. influence on China if not its magnitude, but again he never seems to doubt for a second that this pull towards democracy is one of the many blessings American hegemony grants to a fortunate world, rather than a subtle form of cultural imperialism.

Pillsbury shared the widespread optimism about the emergence of a democratic spirit among the Chinese people when he visited Beijing in April 1989 “to check out the reports of student demonstrations in Tiananmen Square.”  Hopes were high that these events would “accelerate the reform process that we believed was well under way in Beijing, a prodemocratic and procapitalistic tilt that those of us following China in the United States believed was all but irreversible.”  This may seem foolish in hindsight, but to Pillsbury and his ilk it just made sense at the time.  Top-tier diplomats like Winston Lord gave the US government every reassurance “that democratic elections had begun in Chinese villages and would soon spread” and that “the Chinese leadership was no threat to American interests … nor were the students in Tiananmen seeking democratic governance.”  President Bush himself, after visiting Beijing that February, had told Congress that “the winds of democracy are creating new hope and the power of free markets is unleashing a new force.”  What’s more, with the Soviet Union clearly on the wane at this point, Americans’ hopes were high that their country’s success would serve as an example for developing countries around the world.

Pillsbury characterizes the Tiananmen protesters’ demands as the classic American ideals of “free speech, a free press, less corruption, and more government accountability” and highlights their distinctly pro-American attitude: “They held up copies of the Declaration of Independence and built a ‘Goddess of Democracy’ that was three stories tall.”  If things had gone differently, these events might have heralded the advent of a true Chinese democracy, and indeed for a time “the mainstream view in China and the West was that the hawks would not prevail and that force would never be used against the students.”  Unfortunately, the mainstream view was wrong.  Dead wrong.

The Hundred-Year Marathon credits Colonel Larry Wortzel for accurately predicting that the demonstrations would end in bloodshed.  Wortzel, like Pillsbury, had been working closely with the hawkish wing of the Chinese government, and he credited the ying pai for this advance information.  While this instance clearly “showed the hawks sometimes knew the minds of the leaders better than did the moderates,” it is regrettable that the American foreign-policy establishment did not shift its stance on China in response to this use of force.  The inertia of American foreign policy was directed towards strengthening U.S.-China ties, and with this end in mind diplomats and politicians made efforts to preserve China’s image as an eager ally whose ambitions were not at odds with those of the United States.

The massacre in Tiananmen Square should have been a wake-up call to the United States that China was not totally on board with America’s vision for the post-Cold-War world, but “changes to existing U.S. policy toward China came slowly.”  George H. W. Bush in particular had a personal interest in friendly diplomacy with China thanks to his experience as an envoy to China under Gerald Ford, and Marathon singles him out as trying all too hard not to step on Chinese toes during his presidency.  President Bush continued to affirm his anticipation of Chinese democracy, stating, “I am convinced that the forces of democracy are going to overcome these unfortunate events in Tiananmen Square,” and Pillsbury cites a comment in Bush’s diary that Richard Nixon had advised him not to disrupt U.S.-China diplomacy “because we must have a good relationship in the long run.”  The U.S. still saw China as an ally against the Soviets, and nobody in foreign-policy circles seriously considered the possibility “that China could deceive the United States or be the cause of a major intelligence failure.”  Pillsbury also takes on a portion of the blame himself, confessing that he was “among those involved in perpetuating the delusion … that China was still on the road to democracy,” and admitting, “it is painful that I was so gullible.”

While the United States stuck to the status quo in the wake of Tiananmen, the CCP saw in the student demonstrations an unhealthy degree of American influence on China’s young people.  The Chinese government set about rewriting the history of Sino-American relations to frame the U.S. as a monstrous hegemon bent on world domination from day one.  Pillsbury portrays this as a cynical move by China to slander its most powerful rival and poison the well against the manifestly superior American ideals toward which the Chinese people had begun to strive.  He claims that “the protests at Tiananmen Square were the product of a Chinese student movement seeking a better China, not an American front seeking China’s ruin,” and there’s no reason to doubt him unless one thinks that’s just the kind of thing the United States would do, is all I’ll say about that.

It’s plausible, however, that the Tiananmen protesters’ affection for American values and symbols along with the end of the Cold War prompted the CCP to reassess its understanding of America’s true ambitions throughout history and conclude that American global hegemony was imminent unless actively resisted.  Perhaps the Chinese figured America had as its goal the unification of the world under a U.S.-led diplomatic order, because that’s exactly how things ended up.  It’s been said that “nobody stumbles onto the throne,” and while this is no Chinese proverb (since I just made it up), the Chinese government seems to see the insight behind it, that the hegemonic power gained by the U.S. government over the last century is evidence of a desire in Washington to gain hegemonic power.

The Clinton Coup

America’s mild response to the killings in Tiananmen Square was motivated largely by a desire to maintain harmonious relations, and it was clear to many people that this was a mistake.  When Bill Clinton ran for president in 1992 he condemned Bush as an “apologist” for China and promised “to take a more hard-nosed approach.”  The Clinton administration initially was much more serious than its predecessors about “encouraging the forces of economic and political liberalization” in order to “facilitate a broad, peaceful evolution in China from communism to democracy.”  Clinton cozied up to figures like the Dalai Lama and in his first year in office “invited to the White House forty Chinese dissidents,” a move that “was seen by the Chinese Politburo as an unprecedented rebuke,” motivating China to mount a campaign of influence among the president’s advisers.  Pillsbury here names names, including Tony Lake, Robert Rubin, and Lawrence Summers, and he asserts that the Chinese worked strategically “to bolster these individuals, to facilitate contact between them and China’s allies in the business community, and to promote China’s interests in Washington.”  Within the year, the Chinese had pulled off the so-called “Clinton coup,” shifting the administration’s China policy to a much less hawkish position.


There were no new meetings with the Dalai Lama, contrary to what Clinton had once promised.  Sanctions were eased, then lifted.  Many of the pro-China advocates in the Clinton administration went on to be thanked as China drew attention to their farsighted statesmanship, and to the greater access to Chinese decision makers they received by virtue of their being what Beijing has labeled “friends of China.”



An important aspect of China’s propaganda campaign within the Clinton administration involved spreading the message that China was in trouble on multiple fronts and too much external pressure would threaten the country with collapse.  Pillsbury recounts visiting Beijing in 1996 and being taken in by the Chinese-manufactured narrative “that China was in serious economic and political peril – and that the potential for collapse loomed large.”  The Chinese hosts of his delegation described one internal problem after another, from widespread pollution to ethnic unrest, and he listened with a credulity an uncharitable reader might call criminally naive: “Considering the well-known secretiveness of the Chinese Politburo, I was astonished by these scholars’ candor and startled by their predictions, which only underscored my support for efforts to provide U.S. aid to a supposedly fragile China.”  Was that meant to be a laugh-out-loud line?  Of course, this disclosure that Pillsbury thought was meant exclusively for super-cool diplomatic insiders such as himself and Robert Ellsworth was actually part of a larger effort by the Chinese government to spread the message through various American experts that China was struggling.

China had a clear interest in making itself appear weaker than it really was so that the still-developing nation wouldn’t come across as a challenger to America’s hard-won hegemony.  Acceptance of this narrative in the West, however, also advanced the interests of figures in the U.S. foreign-policy establishment who’d spent their careers cultivating relationships with China.  Pillsbury himself had enjoyed a great deal of professional advancement by continually advocating for U.S. aid to China, and China’s apparent need of that aid made Pillsbury and his ilk look quite humanitarian.  In a case reminiscent of Steven Pinker’s maxim that “progressives hate progress” those concerned with aid to China likely had incentives to downplay the effectiveness of their aid programs insofar as a stronger China would no longer be in need of such aid.  “While we worried about China’s woes,” Pillsbury writes wryly, “its economy more than doubled.”  How about that.

China’s view of the United States in the aftermath of the Cold War was already not great, but it took a serious turn for the worse in 1999 when “the United States led its NATO allies” in a midnight bombing run over Belgrade, the capital of Serbia.  As luck would have it, these bombs landed on the Chinese embassy and killed three employees.  A Chinese dissident told Pillsbury to expect anti-American riots in response, on the grounds that China would not share America’s view of this event as “a terrible accident.”  On the contrary, he stated confidently, “They will see it as an American warning and a test of China’s resolve,” and he was absolutely right.  Over the next few days rioters surrounded the U.S. embassy in Beijing as China’s foreign minister demanded “an open and official apology” from “U.S.-led NATO.”  China was not assuaged by President Clinton’s repeated public apologies; rather, they put the least charitable spin on events that they could, calling the Belgrade bombing a “barbaric crime” and comparing the United States to Nazi Germany based on its ambitions to be “lord of the earth.”  Pillsbury also highlights a troubling novelty in the messaging of these protesters:


In contrast to the Chinese version of the Statue of Liberty erected during the prodemocracy demonstrations at Tiananmen Square ten years earlier, Chinese students now carried posters vilifying the United States…  They also made a cardboard Statue of Liberty with the face of Bill Clinton, who was holding a bloody bomb instead of a torch.



Technically, NATO forces did kill Chinese citizens with bombs dropped onto sovereign Chinese soil, but, you know, accidents happen, and from Pillsbury’s perspective it should have been obvious that the Americans were the good guys.  The U.S. gained a much better understanding of the Chinese government’s views on the situation in 2001 thanks to the intelligence community’s acquisition of “the classified minutes of an emergency Politburo meeting” held in response to the bombing.  He relates with palpable disappointment that “not a single leader came to America’s defense,” and nobody even “raised the possibility that this bombing was an accident.”  “So much,” he concludes, “for the goodwill and trust our programs since 1973 should have built up in Beijing.”

In classic American style, however, he refused to give up hope on “China’s inevitable progress toward democracy,” believing that China’s relationship with the United States would improve “if only Washington would show patience.”  Pillsbury and his colleagues severely failed in their reassessment of U.S.-China relations after the Cold War, likely because they held to the geopolitical axiom that America’s role in history was to spread free markets and liberal democracy to the benighted nations of the world.  This seems straightforward enough on the assumption that the American way of life is universally considered good, but from the perspective of a truly foreign civilization like China, this approach to diplomacy must seem like just the latest in a series of Western imperial projects seeking to dominate the world.  And if the United States can dominate the world, why can’t China?

Amerikanisches Requiem

“Now an implacable age looms over the world.  We forged that age, we who are now its victim.”

– Jorge Luis Borges, “Deutsches Requiem

The world today is a single sphere of influence, more or less, and becoming more so by the day.  In the frenzy of globalization that has taken place since the Cold War, it seems that America has lost sight of the particularity of American values.  American cultural colonization of the developed world has been so thorough that it’s tempting to think America’s national values are synonymous with civilization itself.  Sure, the Chinese have been deceptive in their flattery of the West while pursuing courses of action antagonistic to Western values, but, frankly, deception is what the United States should expect from a rival nation like China, and the American foreign-policy establishment would not have been misled about China’s true intentions and capabilities if they had not been so willing to be misled by their own wishful thinking.

America likes to see herself as the benefactress of the world, protectress of the weak and elevatress of the downtrodden, so for decades now she has looked on China with the magnanimity of an enchanted nanny.  Her reluctance to recognize the reality of China’s threat to the American world order is partly the result of simple epistemic inertia – priors carried over without update from a time when China really was a weaker and less-developed country – and partly the willful blindness of an American establishment that thinks everybody loves it; but Marathon makes a credible case that the Chinese government has carried out a systematic campaign of deception regarding its true understanding of China’s position on the world stage and its geopolitical goals in the twenty-first century.  This is where Pillsbury is at its most conspiratorial, but again, it seems straightforwardly plausible that the leaders of a rising world power would conspire to hide its true strength for the sake of appearing docile to more dominant nations.

One rather unique figure who has expressed the strong conviction that China seeks nothing less than its own global hegemony is the late great Lee Kuan Yew.  “It is China’s intention to be the greatest power in the world,” the father of Singapore wrote in a 2012 book, “and to be accepted as China, not as an honorary member of the West. … At the core of their mind-set is their world before colonization and the exploitation and humiliation that brought.”  “If you believe that there is going to be a revolution of some sort in China for democracy,” he warns, “you are wrong. … The Chinese people want a revived China.”  It would be foolish of China not to leverage its superior numbers and robust industrial base for greater power and influence around the world, and if American diplomatic cables have knit the world into an electric ecumenopolis, then the whole globe will just have to do.

Returning to The China Dream, Liu Mingfu states explicitly that “China’s grand goal in the 21st century is to become the world’s No. 1 power.”  What might this do to the world?  Time will tell, but “China is both secretive and sensitive about the end state of the Marathon,” having “never spelled out exactly what [a China-led world order] will be like, except to declare it will be a good thing.”  Colonel Liu himself insisted to ABC News in 2010 that “China’s competition and ultimate victory over the West would be peaceful,” but let’s look at it from the outside view: how peaceful was America’s rise to power?  How about the British Empire’s?  How many of China’s historic hegemons conquered “all under heaven” through peaceful means?  The WWII memorial in Washington bears the inscription, “AMERICANS CAME TO LIBERATE, NOT TO CONQUER, TO RESTORE FREEDOM AND TO END TYRANNY,” which back in the twentieth century (’90s kid here!) must have seemed quite noble and not at all like a sick joke.  Cold comfort it may be, but as the American empire wanes and China ascends to superpower status, we can at least be confident that whatever the Chinese do with us, they will assure us it is for our own good.

Years before The China Dream, the philosopher Zhao Tingyang published his ominously-titled 2005 work of political philosophy, The Under-Heaven System: The Philosophy of the World Institution, which lays out his vision for a, well, new world order.  Zhao’s term for this new order is tianxia, for which Pillsbury offers the translations “under-heaven,” “empire,” and “China.”  He cites William Callahan’s definition of tianxia as “a unified global system with China’s ‘superior’ civilization at the top,” an empire that “values order over freedom, ethics over law, and elite governance over democracy and human rights.”  Pillsbury met with Zhao in 2012 and heard from him personally that China would ideally enforce this system with “a four-to-one military superiority.”  When discussing China’s dream of overwhelming military superiority, Pillsbury makes the telling point that “America itself had [built up a world-conquering military] between 1860 and 1940,” and the Chinese could only be expected to follow suit.

Unipolar Opposites

America’s unipolar dominance of the world since the Cold War has tied together all the earth’s nations into a global economy, which has generally been good for world peace.  Pillsbury supported China’s entry into the World Trade Organization based in part on Thomas Friedman’s so-called Golden Arches Theory of Conflict Prevention, according to which “no two countries that both had McDonald’s had fought a war against each other since each got its McDonald’s.”  The point is not without merit, that global economic interdependence reduces the likelihood of major international conflict, but this kind of thinking fails to consider that maybe not everyone around the world wants American marketeers to turn their homeland into another McDonaldland.  While the influence of the American global empire might bring unprecedented material prosperity and a sense of individual freedom to many cultures, the values propagated by American foreign policy are far from universal.

“For China,” Pillsbury writes, “personal rights in the American sense do not exist,” and the Chinese word for “rights,” chuan li, is the 1860s coinage of an American missionary.  The Chinese subordinate individual identity to group membership on the grounds that “to be human is to be an appendage of a larger humanity.”  As a consequence, China does not see democracy as an unalloyed good, and Pillsbury claims “Chinese officials prefer a world with more autocracies and fewer democracies.”  To support this claim he cites China’s support for African strongmen Robert Mugabe and Omar al-Bashir, who certainly are not nice guys, but let’s be honest, the United States has supported more than its fair share of strongmen throughout its own history.  As a certain U.S.-president-cum-deep-cover-Russian-operative famously quipped, “You think our country’s so innocent?”

CIA coups and banana republics merit not a mention in Marathon, but Pillsbury is quick to condemn China’s “strategic lending and investment,” noting that in 2009-10, “China provided more loans to firms and governments in developing countries than did the World Bank,” presumably using this financial leverage to “advance its political agenda around the world.”  Here Pillsbury shows the presupposition of an American imperialist that China’s political agenda is inferior to the agenda of the World Bank.  Not that I disagree, I’m just pointing it out.  The mask really slips, too, when he describes China’s sinister plot to “advance an anti-Western agenda through unconditional lending assistance in Africa.”  That’s right, unconditional, as in “devoid of human rights riders and financial safeguards.”  I don’t know what “human rights riders” are (I assume it’s something to do with saying “gay”?) but talk of rights has been too often used by the American hegemon to force its values down the throat of an unwilling world.  For more on this, let’s turn once again to the good old U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, who report that in China’s view, the U.S. is attempting to “maintain global hegemony by engaging in the shameless pursuit of ‘power politics’ often disguised as a quest for democratization.”  The same commission says Beijing has “labeled U.S. involvement in Bosnia and Kosovo as an attempt to maintain U.S. dominance in Europe” and “characterized the enlargement of NATO as an effort to contain and encircle China,” (which is of course ridiculous paranoia, as NATO’s expansion is obviously an effort to contain and encircle Russia).

If China and the United States truly differ in their values, there are a few ways the conflict can be resolved.  Most simply, everybody could give up their dreams of world domination and let the world settle out into a multipolar archipelago of cultural clades.  While China’s leaders might “claim to want a multipolar world in which the United States is the first among equals,” there is plenty of evidence that China has a definite interest in assigning itself that number-one spot.  According to Pillsbury, the Chinese do not think a multipolar world is a likely outcome but that it will be “a strategic waypoint en route to a new global hierarchy in which China is alone at the top.”  He cites Chinese assessments of national power, which “unambiguously predict that a multipolar world will return to a unipolar order as economic growth trends continue.”  When Chinese leaders speak of the new order they envision, they generally use the term da tong, which according to Pillsbury is “often mistranslated by Western scholars as ‘commonwealth’ or ‘an era of harmony,’” but “is better translated as ‘an era of unipolar dominance.’”  This is another case where Pillsbury makes a bold claim founded on his expert knowledge, and the reader has to take his word for it, but the way this book presents Chinese ideas about power and deception make his interpretation seem much more plausible than it would in isolation.  As the Chinese proverb states, “There cannot be two suns in the sky.”

End of an Empire

With the stakes as high as literal world domination, China has quite the incentive to keep its plans secret from the United States.  The Chinese know how a hegemon treats its rivals.  “Chinese leaders view the global environment as fundamentally zero-sum,” Pillsbury writes, “and they plan to show the same lack of mercy toward America that they believe the long line of China-hating American imperialists—dating back to John Tyler—have showed toward them.”  This is a troubling prospect indeed.  Possibly more troubling, however, is Pillsbury’s failure to acknowledge the role of American imperialism in bringing the world to its current precarious state.  As the Chinese tell it, “the United States used trade, economic cooperation, technology transfers, diplomacy, cultural and educational exchanges, and pressure for democratic reforms to weaken the Soviet Union from within” in a decades-long “plan for global dominance.”  If, as the CCP believes, “the Americans deliberately deceived the Soviet Union and caused its collapse,” that would be a good reason for a nation like China to distrust the United States.

The Chinese may not fear military conquest and subjugation by American troops, but they are proud of their culture and resent seeing it Americanized.  Pillsbury dissects the 2013 Chinese propaganda film Silent Contest with its description of “efforts by the United States to infiltrate Chinese society,” and finds that “the chief American culprits include … mechanisms for exposing American and Chinese elites to each other.”  This makes the American worldview seem like a contagion which spreads among the international elite and trickles down from them to their respective nations. That’s not a bad metaphor actually, and it’s reinforced by the film’s encouraging the Chinese to “take careful precaution and look out for the smallest detail, and build a strong political and ideological line of defense.”  Such immunization against American cultural pathogens may be China’s only hope to “fend off the ‘so-called democratic forces’ that brought down the Soviet Union and that America is grooming to bring down China.”  Is America a nation of groomers?  Who can say, but they certainly seem to enjoy putting their hands all over other countries and, wait, I already used that line about the throat of an unwilling world, but you get the idea.

China’s defensiveness against American imperialism may be truly paranoid, but Pillsbury keeps tossing out recommendations that the U.S. do things like “monitor and influence the debate between China’s hawks and reformers.”  Of course this is the kind of thing that nations do to one another all the time, but that’s exactly why the Chinese perceive such a need for defensive secrecy.  Pillsbury thinks “the U.S. State Department should fund more projects to promote the development of the rule of law and civil society in China,” and he calls for “election observation missions and technical assistance in drafting local election regulations and improving oversight of budgets and government decision making,” which I’m sure the CCP would welcome with open arms.  Of course, “America must also get serious about promoting free-market reforms” that “would shrink the advantages of the state-owned enterprises, including the ‘national champions,’” presumably regardless of how the Chinese might feel about these changes.  Forgive me my ignorance, as I’m writing this from Middle America, but when did any of this become the business of the U.S. State department?  Oh, I almost forgot, “We also need projects that increase the capacity of independent nongovernmental organizations.” (!!!)

This piece of writing is threatening to break me, so I’ll close with Pillsbury’s plaint that American foreign-policy types were not privy to China’s internal debate about privatizing its state-owned enterprises in the wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse: “Had we known, it would have been wise to support those seeking a truly liberalizing path,” which is true, it would have been wise, but that’s exactly why countries like China are seeking to throw off the heavy hand of American soft power.  “We learned later that, after the Soviet collapse in 1991, some influential Chinese politicians wanted to follow Russia’s reform model.  We could have backed those advocates and opposed [the hard-liners who wanted to preserve CCP control].  But we did not know about the secret debate.”  This is Pillsbury at his most oblivious to the Chinese perspective.  Maybe the Chinese kept this debate secret because the United States doesn’t actually have the right to influence their internal decisions about how to run their economy.  With characteristic American shamelessness, Pillsbury laments that if the Clinton administration had learned about this debate ahead of time, “perhaps different decisions could have been made in Washington.”  In Washington?  Does this man have _brain_worms?

Recent events, of course, suggest that the world outside America’s borders harbors more discontent with the American empire than most imperial functionaries have ever suspected.  So while The Hundred-Year Marathon is an excellent read, it’s clear that its author in gaining his expertise has so thoroughly internalized the American imperialist perspective that he cannot step outside it, which gives the whole thing a tragic sort of tone.  As a high-level diplomatic player it might truly have never occurred to Michael Pillsbury to question whether Washington, DC deserves to be the capital of the world.






The Internationalists

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

In The Internationalists, Oona Hathaway and Scott Shapiro (H&S from now on) work to raise the profile of the 1928 Kellogg-Briand Peace Pact, at the time the most-ratified treaty in history, in which 63 nations (unlike today, this was most of the world - 51 became founding members of the United Nations) came together to declare war illegal. Here is the Pact, in full.


Signatories shall renounce war as a national policy and;

Signatories shall settle disputes by peaceful means



I'll sum up the most common historical view of the Peace Pact with this quote from the US State Department's history website: 


It had little effect in stopping the rising militarism of the 1930s or preventing World War II.



Or maybe we can quote famed diplomat George Kennan:


The Cold War strategist George Kennan described it as “childish, just childish.” (Introduction)



So, if the State Department says it didn't work, George Kennan is disdainful, and most people haven't even heard of it, why should you care?

Well, let me ask you a question. Why didn't the death of Princess Diana in France because of a car chase with a paparazzo cause Italy to go to war with Canada? 

If you find that question confusing, you might, with a little poking at it, start to also wonder why the death of an Austro-Hungarian Prince, in Serbia, at the hands of an anarchist, caused Germany and the US to battle each other in World War I, and when Germany lost, for the allies to humble and punish Germany above all. And that question can lead back to the question of what changed, between World War I, and now, and that, according to H&S, leads right back to the Pact, and the history of the outlawry movement.

World War I happened before the Peace Pact, while World War II happened after, so one of the major differences between them could be the Pact, and H&S claim that it is. I’ve often assumed a false equivalence between them, that I notice others share. They're both World Wars, after all, and Germany's the bad guy in both cases. Our brains like to make morality plays out of the silliest little things, so why not enormous monumental ones too? The US and Germany were on the opposite sides in both wars, and Germany was evil in II, so clearly Allies good, Axis bad, right? 

Germany's World War I Debt Was So Crushing It Took 92 Years to Pay Off is a pretty good example of how history writers today often frame World War I in terms of a morality play, with Germany as the villain. 


The Treaty of Versailles didn’t just blame Germany for the war—it demanded financial restitution for the whole thing, to the tune of 132 billion gold marks, or about $269 billion today.



The history classes I took didn't do a lot to clear it up either, explaining World War I in terms of things like "nationalism" and "jingoism", and a “web of alliances”. But these seem like fully general explanations, as we still live in a world that has plenty of nationalism and webs of alliances. Maybe jingoism is different now than it was then, but if so, I’m not really clear on how. 

Imagine, for a moment, if you were to make a fundamental change to a game like basketball. In your new basketball, each team from the league sends a representative to a poker table, and the two first teams to run out of chips are forced to play basketball to showcase their shame at being the worst in the league at poker. One day, commentators reviewing old basketball videos start cutting together a massive highlight reel about how bad Michael Jordan must have been at poker. 

This is the chasm that H&S are attempting to help readers cross - from the current world, where we expect war to be illegal, back into the time before the Peace Pact, when war was expected and normal, the usual instrument of international conflict resolution. Why did World War I start, again? It wasn’t just because of the assassination, and it wasn’t because of Germany. 


[After the assassination] Austria-Hungary issued an ultimatum: Unless Serbia met ten conditions aimed at suppressing the “subversive movement” behind the assassinations, there would be war. Serbia acceded to all but the second part of the sixth condition, which insisted that Austria-Hungary participate directly in the investigation of the assassination. This demand was unacceptable, Serbia explained, because its constitution did not permit a foreign power to participate in an internal investigation. Nine and a half out of ten was not good enough. (Chapter 5)



Within our modern framework, none of this makes sense. It wasn’t that Serbia assassinated the Prince and German diplomats decided this was a good excuse to conquer Europe, while everyone else reacted with horror that they could think such a thing. It was a good excuse to conquer Europe, but leaders of countries in Europe took many things to be good excuses to conquer Europe, and Europe generally went along with that, because the rules were fair. It was just a natural chain reaction to the fact that countries used war as a tool of diplomacy. Within the old frame, we can see that the Allies treated Germany not as a villain, but as a defeated foe, and before the Pact, when you defeated your foe in war, you made them pay tribute in territory, concessions, and money. 

Originally, war was nothing less than the rawest enactment of power over those who could be defeated, and over time was tamed and made more legible to the modern mind by philosophy and legalism, but it remained normal and expected. Adding rules to an activity does make it more civilized, in a sense, but in the case of war, it remains horrific. Ultimately, World War I demonstrated to some forward-looking thinkers that our interconnected world simply could not bear it anymore. 

And so, to repurpose a quote from Jai Dhyani’s 500 million and not one more, "An idea began to take hold: Perhaps the ancient god could be killed." A few people began to imagine that perhaps war should not be legal and normal, the prerogative of Kings or Parliaments, but rather, should be outlawed. 

H&S profile a number of people who were involved in the creation of the Pact, and the followup that happened throughout World War II, eventually culminating in the creation of the United Nations. Here are the chief ones, briefly:

Salmon Levinson was a lawyer in Chicago who was one of two rivals to be first to popularize the idea of outlawing war, both through private letters to influential people he knew and through publishing a pamphlet that was read by tens of thousands of people. He is also the author of the text of the Pact itself.

James Shotwell was a history professor who is the other claimant as first to popularize the idea of outlawing war, and would make numerous contributions to the movement. 

Hersch Lauterpacht was a lawyer who worked on the intellectual implications that the Pact had on other behavior in international relations, including the changes to expectations of neutrality, the use of sanctions, and many other aspects. He is also credited as the author of the arguments that were used against the Nazis at the Nuremburg trials, though he himself did not attend, perhaps because he had lost nearly his entire family to the Holocaust. 

And others along the way who made enormous contributions as well, including:

Henry Stimson was a diplomat who became Secretary of State and later Secretary of War for Roosevelt. He wielded immense power as Secretary of War, and advocated for the creation of the United Nations as a tool to enforce the Peace Pact after the war.

Sumner Welles was a diplomat who rose to become Undersecretary of State before being forced to resign to prevent a scandal about his bi or homosexuality. He was one of the primary authors of the documents that would found the United Nations. 

I leave out Kellogg and Briand, who read as largely opportunists seeking to use these ideas for their own benefit. Kellogg in the end received the Nobel Prize. As an aside, I often think a history of all the times a Nobel went to the wrong person, or someone else could have reasonably contested it, would be a fascinating and very long book. 

Intellectual History

Unlike many works of history, The Internationalists isn’t about a leader, a country, or a time period. Instead, it is an intellectual history - the history of a set of ideas and how they changed our cultures. As such, it ties together threads across historical periods and places to show how the ideas, rules, and culture changed.  This is my favorite kind of history, both because it’s the history of the most interesting aspect of human behavior - ideas, and how they affect us - as well as because it often brings out surprising connections across times and places. 

As an intellectual history, it offers us something more than just the events that occurred. H&S offer us a demonstration of how culture changes in response to intellectual inventions. This is a topic that should be near and dear to any aspiring rationalist. Culture changes slowly, and then quickly, and then often forgets that it has changed. Someone, probably not Gandhi, perhaps a union activist named Nicholas Klein, gave us the pithy "First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, then you win." 

What they didn't add is "then they forget they ever thought differently." 

People struggle to really deeply inhabit the mindset of another culture. We also have this cliche, “the past is another country,” that helps remind us that it’s just as difficult to place ourselves in the mind of someone from a long time ago. The changes in the intellectual watershed, the ideas that were invented and became normal, are a big part of why. 

For those of us steeped in evolution, it's challenging to fully inhabit the worldview from before Darwin that can only explain the complexity of lifeforms through a divine being individually designing them. Most people growing up inside our trade-centric capitalist system struggle to look at the long distance movement of objects in the archaeological record and see anything but trade. And it's rare for any of us to really internalize what it meant to live in a world where war was not just legal, but normal and expected. 

In defending the Pact's place in the tier of first-class important events of the 20th century, H&S also document some of the intellectual history of evolving expectations and norms about war. These norms were driven from Europe, perhaps because of a combination of globalization and near-continuous intra-Europe conflict that co-occurred with the Enlightenment and the need to document philosophical underpinnings for everything. 

A brief aside - these norms were often confusing and initially incomprehensible (and often patently unfair!) to peoples outside the European sphere of intellectual influence. H&S tell some great stories of cultures colliding. One is an instance of a Sioux warrior having to be freed rather than tried for murder because the US finally admitted that he was a foreign soldier, and thus immune to prosecution for murder.  Another is the “opening” of Japan via Commodore Matthew Perry’s gunboat diplomacy - basically, showing up and threatening to go to war if they didn’t sign a treaty with him - and the ensuing pursuit by Japanese scholars of an understanding of the European philosophy of war. 

Before the Pact, the expectations of everyday citizens of the world was that sovereign countries had the right to go to war. Today, most people expect the opposite: that war is unusual, morally wrong, and forbidden except in rare circumstances. 

The implicit belief that our current expectations of war are the only possible expectations of war is widespread, even among rationalists. Not to pick on him, but Zvi wrote the common version of it recently:


"One school of thought is that Putin will consider himself entitled to keep any gains won on the battlefield, or at least any that it would make sense to keep. Whereas Ukraine most definitely can’t agree to that any time soon. It also is highly contrary to the kind of history that Putin used to justify his invasion. You very much do not get to keep whatever you happen to occupy when there is a formal peace settlement, that has never been how this works. For a guy who lectures us for hours about events from Europa Universalis this would be a very poor understanding of war score and formal borders." (emphasis added)



Except this has only been true since the Kellogg-Briand Pact. Prior to the Peace Pact, you absolutely did get to keep territory you took in war.


It is hard to think of a legal right that has a longer or more illustrious pedigree than conquest. Cyrus the Great, who ruled the Persian Empire in the sixth century BC, admonished his court not to feel guilty about their imperial prerogatives: “It is an eternal law the wide world over, that when a city is taken in war, the citizens, their persons, and all their property fall into the hands of the conquerors. It is not by injustice, therefore, that you hold what you have taken, rather it is through your own human kindness that the citizens are allowed to keep whatever they do retain.” (Chapter 2)



European countries constantly fought for and won territory both within Europe and throughout the world during the 18th and 19th centuries. The US, too, started doing so almost as soon as it existed. For example, in 1847 the US acquired territory from Mexico through conquest, in a war started officially because of unpaid debts. 


Though President Polk wanted the land owned by Mexico, he did not simply threaten to invade unless the Mexican government handed it over”.

His legal justification for the war looked back to 1821, when Mexico secured its independence from Spain. The years following independence brought deep instability. Mexico went through thirty-five administrations in thirty-four years. U.S. citizens conducting business there were subject to illegal confiscations of property and physical assaults by government officials and made numerous claims against Mexico for compensation. U.S. diplomats collected these complaints and presented them to the Mexican government. (Chapter 2)



Under a succession of Presidents, the US threatened Mexico with war if redress wasn't provided. We went to arbitration in 1839 with a panel of 2 Mexicans, 2 Americans, and the representative of the King of Prussia. 


[The panel] awarded the United States roughly $2 million in damages. Unfortunately, the cost of near-constant revolution had depleted Mexico’s treasury and it could not satisfy those awards (Chapter 2)



When Mexico repeatedly couldn't pay, Presidents Tyler and Polk offered to accept land instead. Polk also advanced troops on the border to make it clear what the alternative was. Mexico attacked scouts of the US army, and Polk asked for a declaration of war. But the main reason for the war wasn't the attack on our scouts. “Polk’s war message, however, focused first and foremost on the issue of unpaid debts.” (Chapter 1)

Even more confusing to our modern expectations, before the Peace Pact there was no such thing as helping your friends while staying neutral. Under the rules written by Hugo Grotius that held until the Peace Pact, which H&S term the Old World Order, nations had an obligation to neutrality if they wished to not be dragged into the war as co-belligerents. In 1793, France sent a diplomat named Edmont-Charles Genêt to the US to acquire any assistance the US was willing to provide for France’s war against Britain. Many people in both countries viewed the other as a sister nation, the only other Republic in the world. Still, we refused. 


Neutrality entailed strict impartiality. If Britain could not use American ports to outfit privateers, then the law of nations would not allow France to use them in this way either.

Any unequal support provided by the United States to France would have been a casus belli, an act of belligerency warranting a military response. The Girondins should have realized that the United States government could not let its territory be used as a recruiting ground for a rebel army to foment insurrections. To aid France this way would have been an act of war against Britain and Spain.

As Vattel stated, “[A] neutral and impartial nation must not refuse to one of the parties, on account of his present quarrel, what she grants to the other.” Jefferson quoted this precise passage in his June 17 letter to Genêt. (Chapter 4)



The Pact evolved from a more complex wrangling among thinkers and diplomats as they struggled to imagine a world in which war wasn’t normal, and argued over how to chart a course to achieve that. In the end, because of uncertainty about how best to achieve their aims, and the need for diplomatic compromise, all it says is that war is outlawed. Enforcement mechanisms and expectations of what to do when countries violated it would come later.  

H&S sum it up this way:


Our book explains why this skeptical reaction [that outlawing war is preposterous], while reasonable, is wrong. Outlawing war only seems ridiculous to us because ours is a world in which war has already been outlawed. (Introduction)



Ukraine

Let’s compare this to the current topic of concern, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The global outcry against Russia, the massive and continued use of sanctions to try to isolate and punish Russia, and the supplying of arms to Ukraine to help them fight off Russia -- all of these are aspects of a set of expectations about the legal status of war that we have inherited from the Peace Pact, a set of expectations that H&S name the New World Order. None of this would have been allowed under the Old World Order. 

Our current economic sanctions against Russia and our providing weapons to Ukraine would have been, in the 19th century, considered plenty of reason for Russia to declare war on us. Today, though Russia complains and bickers, they recognize that under the current rules, what we're doing is (perhaps barely) allowed - in fact, they themselves have frequently done similar behavior, expecting that it will not draw them directly into war. The idea that we can sanction countries for launching an illegal war is an intellectual creation of Hersch Lauterpacht and others, interpreting the Peace Pact. 


In the 1935 edition [of Oppenheim’s International Law], Lauterpacht added twenty pages on the Peace Pact. In the preface, he justified this major revision by saying that the Pact had “effected a fundamental change in the system of International Law.” In particular, Lauterpacht claimed, the old principle of neutrality had to be abandoned. Under the Pact, “the outbreak of war is no longer an event concerning the belligerent alone." Rather, it is the concern of the entire world. “The guilty belligerents, by breaking the [Pact], violate the rights of all other signatories, who, by way of reprisals, may choose to subject him to measures of discrimination, for instance. by actively prohibiting some or all exports into his territory. (Chapter 10)



Since it began I have, as I think we all have, been trying to make sense of the war in Ukraine. What story does it best fit, and how will its future unfold? Is it the beginning of World War III, as once again a dictator with a powerful army attempts to sweep across Europe, to build or rebuild the Russian Imperium? Is it closer to a religious crusade that will end in Kyiv or not at all? Is it the last gasp of a demographically dying nation? Will it be the model for future wars, that countries that feel threatened can conquer their neighbors? 

I've found it useful to notice the ways, as H&S exhaustively document, that we don't live in the era of World War I, or even World War II, anymore. In the first world war, war was expected, and the web of alliances that had been built were almost designed to pull us all into war, not because we were trying to right a wrong or stop an evil, but because war was inevitable between nations. 

In the second world war, we no longer viewed war as inevitable or normal, but we had yet to build infrastructure and institutions, such as the sanctions regimes and "outcasting", as H&S call it, that we would use to respond to a country invading another. Many countries also had yet to fully internalize the idea that war was illegal, or imagine what that meant they should do about it when someone broke the Pact. Today we have those institutions, though they are far from perfect. Some of them seem thoroughly broken, like the UN Security Council, others are creaky with disuse, and some, like individually targeted financial sanctions, are brand new and may turn out to be more effective than what we had before. 


An obscure office in the U.S. Treasury Department is tasked with enforcing sanctions rules: the Office of Foreign Assets Control, or OFAC. Over the course of the last two decades, OFAC has developed more targeted—and effective—sanction tools. The biggest innovation came in 2010. At the behest of OFAC, Congress passed the Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, and Divestment Act, which strengthened U.S. sanctions on the Iranian energy industry and financial sector. Whereas previous measures had targeted Iranian firms, Congress now authorized the imposition of “secondary sanctions” on any bank, anywhere in the world, that transacted with Iran’s central bank. By placing it on the black list, OFAC could cut off any bank from access to the U.S. financial sector. The United States offered banks a choice: You can do business with the United States or you can do business with Iran; you can’t do both. (Chapter 16)



One of the strongest bulwarks against war’s success today is that citizens everywhere do not believe that most war is legitimate. Putin’s war propaganda is focused on minimizing the war, calling it a “special operation” and claiming it’s in defense of the local Russian populations. While these excuses can cover a variety of sins, they demonstrate that even Putin expects that his people do not support wars of conquest. H&S document that in the 19th century, leaders published pamphlets justifying their wars using a wide variety of reasons, and that the citizens accepted these reasons as legitimate. Today, most reasons for war that used to be legitimate, are no longer considered so.

Still, it's unclear whether these tools and expectations, the New World Order, can withstand the desires of dictators to overturn them for their own advantage. Today we have nearly a century of the expectation that war is illegal, and decades of relative peace between nations (see the discussion in the New World Order section for some of the evidence of this). We remain unsure what will happen if our expectations, our belief that “we just don’t do this anymore”, just isn’t strong enough to constrain dictators. 

H&S help us travel back into the minds of a set of thinkers who were in a very similar situation, though with many fewer tools. The thinkers they profile had worked to get the world to agree that war was illegal, but only a decade later were facing a set of countries that were violating that agreement. They had to invent tools to hold those countries and leaders to account, to enforce the Pact that they had signed. Some of those institutions were ideas, like the changes to neutrality that Lauterpacht authored, while others were formal organizations, like the United Nations and other international organizations. They built them because they needed them, layering idea upon idea until the whole came to resemble its current form. The story of how they came to do so makes a fascinating case study in the idea of raising the sanity waterline. 

The core objections

H&S carefully document and disprove five major claims about why the Kellogg-Briand Pact is irrelevant. I’ve added a sixth here, which they do not address, and a short section about it below. 


	
Outlawry of war wasn't actually a significant change for anyone at the time.



	
Outlawry wasn't taken seriously at the time by the signatories - that it was just feel-good propaganda. 



	
World War II proves that it failed, so it wasn't important. 



	
The world isn't more peaceful today, post outlawry.



	
Any increase in peace since World War II is due to democracies, nuclear weapons, or other reasons, and not the Peace Pact. 



	
The US keeps starting or engaging in wars, like in Libya, Afghanistan, and Iraq.





I will briefly summarize the 3 major sections of the book and how they tackle the first five claims.

Section 1: The Old World Order

This section refutes the claim that outlawry of war wasn't actually a significant change for anyone at the time. 

To do so, it covers the history of the international laws of war as described by Hugo Grotius in a set of books titled The Law of War and Peace, including how he came to write it, what the laws were, and how they were used and understood. In this section, H&S work to fully immerse us in the laws of war before the Peace Pact, and the ways that people understood war as a result. I’ve already included a number of things about this up above, so I’ll just put in a few interesting notes here, and if you want more persuasion that people viewed war differently, I’d suggest you pick up the book. 

There is lots of historical evidence that attitudes toward war before the Peace Pact were not like attitudes toward war today, that people - lawyers, diplomats, sovereigns, and citizens - believed it to be normal and legal, and frequently justified. 

Conquest in response to debts or offenses was one of the primary motivators of war in the period ruled by the Old World Order (generally, from some time before 1625 when Grotius wrote the rules down to 1928, when the Peace Pact was signed), though H&S also document some of the weirder ones, like a King who declared that they had the right to wage war against another because the other King stole his wife. But because Grotius had declared that no one outside the belligerents could determine whose side was just without violating neutrality, the reasons for war were largely whatever Monarchs could get away, which ran the gamut. 

Perhaps because it was fashionable, perhaps to convince their citizenry of their rightness, Monarchs paid handsomely for famous thinkers to write manifestos explaining why they were going to war, and other Monarchs and the citizenry generally accepted these reasons. It would be like if Putin had called up Google co-founder Sergey Brin and asked him to write out why Russia had the right to conquer Ukraine, and then everyone else shrugged and decided, sure, that sounds reasonable. 


Heads of state enlisted esteemed writers and scholars as well as experienced lawyers to draft [war manifestos]. The English military and political leader Oliver Cromwell commissioned John Milton, the great epic poet, to write A Manifesto of the Lord Protector of the Commonwealth in 1655 when he ordered the invasion of the Spanish possessions in the Caribbean. In 1703, the Holy Roman Emperor Leopold I employed Gottfried Leibniz, the rationalist philosopher, co-inventor of calculus, and a trained lawyer, to compose the Manifesto for the Defense of the Rights of Charles III, which defended the empire’s involvement in the War of the Spanish Succession.



Commodore Perry arrived in Japan in 1853 and returned for real the next year. Because they were so confused about how the laws of war were supposed to work, Japan proceeded to send Nishi Amane to the Netherlands to study the Law of War and Peace, and twenty years later, in 1875, Japan conquered Korea. Their logic for doing so was that they were afraid Europe or China would get there first. The world recognized their conquest at the time, though after WWII they were made to give it up. 


Korea was alluring prey for aggressive Western nations. As Nishi Amane [the scholar who brought the Grotian rules to Japan] would later explain, defending one’s borders “is like riding in a third-class train; at first there is adequate space but as more passengers enter there is no place for them to sit. The logic of necessity requires the people to plant both feet firmly and expand their elbows into any opening that may occur for, unless this is done, others will close the opening. (Chapter 6)



Section 2: The Transformation Period

Recall our list of counterclaims, #s 2 and 3.


2. Outlawry wasn't taken seriously at the time by the signatories - that it was just feel-good propaganda. 

3. World War II proves that it failed, so it wasn't important. 



This section tells the story of how the Peace Pact came into existence, including how influential it was on the thinkers of the time. Throughout the 1930s and 40s, thinkers and diplomats attempted to turn the Peace Pact into practice, and then, when World War II demonstrated that they needed significantly more teeth to make the Peace Pact real, created the United Nations and other international institutions dedicated to supporting the Pact’s goals. At the time, they viewed World War II as a sign that they hadn’t gotten the right combination of institutions to make the Peace Pact succeed, not that it wasn’t important. This was a classic situation of needing More Dakka and they did, indeed, keep adding more until it worked. 


In an account composed more than a decade later, Jackson recounted that this view of the Pact was shared by the president and his inner circle. The Peace Pact, he reported, “left no vestige of legal right for [a state] to resort to a war of aggression. From the beginning, Roosevelt, Hull, Welles, Stimson and I had been in agreement that Hitler’s war . . . was an illegal one, and that other powers were under no obligation to remain indifferent. (Chapter 11)



There is some counter-evidence in support of #2, from the side of the Japanese at least. 


Japan, for example, did not think that it had renounced the rules of the Old World Order on August 27, 1928. Its signing of the “No-War Pact,” as the Paris Peace Pact was known in Japan, was regarded as a diplomatic gesture, a noble proclamation affirming the aspiration of all civilized nations to seek peace. Indeed, Japanese officials considered it a sign of how far their nation had come that it was included among the fifteen countries at the grand ceremony in Paris. (Chapter 7)



But at least on the Allies side, they had intended it seriously, and as World War II went on, that intention redoubled.

Sumner Welles, Undersecretary of State during World War II, was assigned by Roosevelt to create a plan for peace after the war. What he and James Shotwell authored was effectively an outline of the United Nations, and they put the Peace Pact at the very center of it. 


Shotwell was far from subtle about his effort to treat the Pact as a starting point. He placed the Pact at the start of his preliminary draft. Article 1 repeated the Pact verbatim. Article 2 provided that “[t]he United Nations, in order to strengthen and safeguard the peace of nations as set forth in the General Pact for the Renunciation of war, agree to cooperate in the establishment of the necessary instrumentalities for its effective maintenance.” What followed was an outline of nearly every essential institutional component of the modern-day United Nations. Ten days later he circulated a more detailed draft, now entitled “Provisional Outline of International Organization.” (Chapter 8)



It wasn't just the United Nations. NATO was built off of the Atlantic Charter, and it was also designed to reinforce the Peace Pact. This is why it's reasonably accurate to describe it as a defensive alliance. 


The [first draft of the Atlantic Charter] was a remarkable document. It began by restating the principles of the Stimson Doctrine—there would be no conquest; the two countries would “seek no aggrandizement, territorial or other.” Moreover, there would be “no territorial changes that do not accord with the freely expressed wishes of the peoples concerned.” The Charter looked ahead to a time “after the final destruction of the Nazi tyranny”—a remarkable statement for a neutral in the war—and declared the two states’ “hope to see established a peace which will afford to all nations the means of dwelling in safety within their own boundaries. (Chapter 8)



This section brings to bear quotes from leaders at the time showing how important they considered the outlawry of war, how they viewed it as changing the world, but also how unprepared they were for how to react to countries choosing to ignore the Pact. Most importantly, they show how the Allies were strongly motivated to fight World War II specifically to preserve and expand the Pact, to make the world safe for peace. 

Unfortunately, then, as now, Russia/the Soviet Union did not quite live up to the ideals that the Allies generally advocated for. The Soviet Union took territory after World War II, the only one of the Allies to do so. 


The only ally to gain any significant territory after the war was the Soviet Union. More than twenty million of the nation’s citizens had died in the course of the war, and Stalin insisted on several territorial gains as the price of peace—many, but not all, of them in areas previously contested. … These concessions to Stalin were seen by the other Allied powers as regrettable deviations from accepted law, not precedents to be followed in the future. (Chapter 13)



To be fair, we are talking about Josef Stalin, here. Who’s surprised?

Section 3: The New World Order 

Recall our list of counterclaims, #s 4 and 5.


4. The world isn't more peaceful post outlawry.

5. Any increase in peace since World War II is due to democracies, nuclear weapons, or other reasons, and not the Peace Pact. 



H&S walk through the best academic evidence we have of whether the world is more peaceful today than it was in the period from 1816 (when our data collection starts being decent) to the Peace Pact. They then spend some time discussing why the evidence better supports the Peace Pact than other causes. In particular, H&S highlight that only since the Peace Pact have countries been denied territorial gains from their conquests. There's a lot of detail in there. Here's just a taste of it.


A loose team of political scientists has assembled comprehensive data to help them study war. The resulting project, with the intentionally clinical name “Correlates of War,” hosts datasets on everything from “militarized interstate disputes” to “world religion data” to “bilateral trade.” Most relevant here, it includes extensive data on “territorial change”—a record of every single territorial exchange between states from 1816 to 2014, totaling over eight hundred entries. 

What do our 254 cases of territorial change tell us? They tell us something that is at once striking and surprising: Conquest, once common, has nearly disappeared. Even more unexpected, the switch point is that now familiar year when the world came together to outlaw war, 1928.

From the time the data start in 1816 until the Peace Pact opened for signature in 1928, there was, on average, approximately one conquest every ten months (1.21 conquests per year). Put another way, the average state during this period had a 1.33 percent chance of being the victim of conquest in any given year. Those may seem like pretty good odds. They are not: A state with a 1.33 percent annual chance of conquest can expect to lose territory in a conquest once in an ordinary human lifetime. 

After 1948, the chance an average state would suffer a conquest fell from once in a lifetime to once or twice a millennium. (Chapter 13)



The US wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya

One disappointment I have is that H&S do not spend much time discussing the US wars of the last two decades. The book was published in 2017, so there’s really no excuse for this. Even counting them, their claim that wars since the Peace Pact have been fewer and less world-changing than before the Peace Pact still holds up, but since they don’t directly discuss the most notable wars of the last two decades, they leave a significant hole in their argument. I can imagine defenses that they would make, but they should have made them. They mostly refer to these conflicts either as not a conquest (since the US isn’t officially running those places now) or as a side effect of the Peace Pact in allowing failed states (See Addendum 1 for more on that)


More recently, the United States invaded Iraq in 2003, toppled Sadaam Hussein, and installed the Coalition Provisional Authority to govern the country. But what’s most notable about these “nonconquests” is how ineffective and unstable they usually are. Exerting influence indirectly is inefficient and expensive. (Chapter 13)

And in 2015 alone, high-fatality civil wars continued in Nigeria, South Sudan, Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia, and Ukraine.

Why, if war has been outlawed, is there still so much conflict?

The answer is that these conflicts are not prohibited by the Pact. Indeed, they are the predictable consequences of it … the prohibition on the use of force by one state against the territory of another has allowed two sources of conflict to simmer… within [states]. (Chapter 15)



The broader intellectual history of war

Reading The Internationalists led me to want to read a broader intellectual history of war. H&S include some comments that hint at it, for example describing the Principle of Distinction and other agreements made about how to behave during war.


Fortunately for the civilians of Europe, the biblical model of war was finally repudiated. By the middle of the eighteenth century, European armies had come to recognize a “Principle of Distinction,” the doctrine central to modern humanitarian law, which distinguishes between soldiers and civilians and protects the latter from the former.

The Principle of Distinction was the first curtailment of Grotius’s blanket immunity for those waging war. In the next century, it was followed by a flood of new legal regulations placing stricter controls on a soldier’s license to kill. International treaties protected the wounded and medical personnel (First Geneva Convention, 1864) prohibited the use of fragmenting, explosive, and incendiary small arms ammunition (St. Petersburg Declaration, 1874) banned explosives from balloons, asphyxiating gas, and dum-dum bullets (First Hague Convention, 1899) and proscribed pillage, the execution of surrendering soldiers and prisoners of war, and forcing civilians to swear an allegiance to a foreign power (Second Hague Convention, 1907). (Chapter 3) 



But the history of this and other pre-Peace Pact intellectual history of war is thin within the text, as the point H&S are chasing is specific to the Peace Pact's relevance in history, not the broader history of war. Some of my favorite books are books that tie together aspects of history across wide gulfs, which The Internationalists succeeds at. It’s rare and delightful to see how a piratical ship capture by the Dutch in the 16th century ties together with the opening of Japan, the US battles with Mexico, and finally, the creation of the United Nations. 

H&S’s perspective is that the Peace Pact marks a turning point, and one that should not be forgotten. It’s also clear that it marks a capstone on a long history of small changes that are also, themselves, interesting battles in the long-running war to make the world less intolerable. 

In the end, they identify four key changes in the intellectual landscape, with Lauterpacht’s fingers in nearly all of them.


	
Neutrality no longer requires impartiality. States can help those they view as victims.



	
Economic sanctions are a valid form of punishment of aggressor states, not a casus belli.



	
Conquest is illegal, and will not be recognized.



	
Coerced agreements through threats or gunboat diplomacy are not valid.





James T. Shotwell and Salmon Levinson started us on the journey to ending war. Hersch Lauterpacht formalized it.


The legacy of Hersch Lauterpacht was nothing less than a system of rules embodying the idea that war is an illegitimate tool for establishing or enforcing legal rights.



The last few years I have been celebrating Petrov Day with readings and quotes from people who changed the world. This year I’m likely going to add some recognition of Hersch Lauterpacht, Salmon Levinson, James Shotwell and the others who brought about an end to the normalcy of war. 

Addendum 1: So, we did it, we’re all good, right?

So, we outlawed war, and war has become less common, this is all positive, right? 

Well, no. H&S also discuss the downsides of the Peace Pact, including failed states that act as breeding grounds for abusive governments and terrorism, and how the expectations built by the Peace Pact prevent stronger neighbors from conquering them.


[W]eak and failed states are a significant source of terrorist threats. States that control their territory suppress violent groups, usually through ordinary law enforcement—police, rather than the military. In states that cannot control their territory, by contrast, violence tends to grow, with no organized force to contain or counter it.

By removing predators from the international ecosystem, then, the outlawry of war has effectively enabled the survival of the weakest. Those weak states sometimes become failed states. And those failed states too often become breeding grounds for internal conflict and terrorism. 

This is the dilemma: The rules of the New World Order that provide so much benefit protect all states from the use of force, including those we do not want to protect because they are too feeble, chaotic, authoritarian, or, for lack of a better word, evil. (Chapter 15)



There’s clearly still work to do to figure out how to handle the downsides of banning interstate war, but overall, I’m still glad Levinson, Shotwell, Lauterpacht, etc started us down this path. 

Addendum 2: The League of Nations

I think it’s also reasonable for you to be wondering what about the League of Nations? How does that fit in here? The answer is complex, and deeply inspected in the book, but doesn’t quite fit into this review. H&S argue that the League was built on the Old World Order, and assumed both that states could go to war, and then, when the League adopted the Peace Pact, it all got really confused because there was a lack of clarity over whether that meant the League required members to go to war against whoever went to war first, or what the situation was. It got pretty confusing, at the time.


Levinson and his allies were not the only ones to notice that the League and the outlawry of war imposed conflicting legal obligations. As the committee appointed by the League Council to examine the matter put it, “The League Covenant, under some of its articles, reserves the right to go to war.” But the Pact prohibited the resort to war—perhaps even wars that would be approved by the Covenant. (Chapter 7)



But the League did renounce conquest, and make other steps in the right direction, so, uh, I guess it’s a wash?


It would be hard to overemphasize the importance of the League’s acceptance of the Stimson Doctrine. By February 1933, the vast majority of states had joined the League—including the defeated Central Powers of Austria, Germany, Turkey, and Bulgaria. By accepting the Stimson Doctrine, a policy proposed by the nonmember United States, the members of the League had renounced the most ancient right of sovereignty: the right of conquest. (Chapter 7)



Addendum 3: Idealism, or cynical self-preservation?

H&S do acknowledge that one reason the Pact appealed to the Allies was that they were on top at the time, and the Peace Pact would preserve the empires they had built in the face of upstart imperial contenders, including Germany, Italy, and Japan.  


The Axis powers stood for the Old World Order. Germany, Japan, and Italy had each rejected the principles of the Peace Pact—Japan by invading Manchuria and continuing into China, French Indochina, British Malaya, Indonesia, and Singapore; Italy by invading Ethiopia, Greece, Yugoslavia, and North Africa; and Germany by seeking to gain control of nearly all of Europe. Each had a reason to resent the Allies and their efforts to outlaw war. The Axis powers had largely missed out on the colonial land grab. Japan only began to participate in international affairs in the 1860s, and it was more than a generation before it was prepared to project military force outside its own borders, too late to successfully participate in the empire-building scramble. Both Germany and Italy finally achieved unification in the same year—1871. They joined the land grab soon after, but were never as successful as France, Spain, Portugal, Britain, and the Netherlands, which built extensive empires. Without the authority to wage war and conquer new territory, the Axis powers saw little possibility of ever achieving equality. (Chapter 8)



It’s an interesting point, and almost certainly true to some degree or another. It’s also an interesting thing that sometimes when people push for idealistic sounding things that help them personally, they end up helping other people too. Whether Britain did this so that Germany wouldn’t take their colonies or not, the end result is a world that doesn’t believe war is good. And ironically, as we’ll see in the next addendum, it didn’t preserve their empires. 

Addendum 4: De-colonization

One notable thing that the leaders did not expect that came out of the Pact is that colonial peoples used its ideals to argue for independence. This is another aspect of history that’s thin in the text, and I’ll look forward to finding more of it in other books. 


An account by a member of the British 23rd Indian Division—known as “The Fighting Cock” for the insignia on the uniforms of the men within it—shows how the colonized turned the colonizers’ ideals against them. During the war, the Japanese had seized control of Indonesia from the Dutch. When the Japanese surrendered in early September 1945, the Fighting Cock went to Java to accept a transfer of authority to Allied forces. In Singapore, en route to Java, an advance party met a “cheerful Dutchman who assumed that he and his countrymen were coming back to the peaceful reoccupation of their Empire.” But the Indonesians had a different idea. To greet the returning imperialists, they covered carriages and vehicles with graffiti declaring: “Atlantic Charter means freedom from Dutch Imperialism.” “Indonesia for Indonesians.” And, simply, “Merdeka”—Freedom. The armed resistance did not abate until the United Nations recognized the country’s independence in 1949.

Indonesia was not alone. With the war won, it was difficult to square the ideals for which the Allies had fought with the realities of empire. (Chapter 14)



Addendum 5: Presented without comment

Napoleon. 


Strictly speaking, though, exile was not a punishment, for Napoleon had committed no crime. Like his soldiers, Napoleon was licensed to kill. Furthermore, as a sovereign, he had the right to resort to arms—to plan, declare, and wage war. Elba, therefore, was not a prison. It was more like a sanitarium, sealed off from the rest of Europe to protect it from the Corsican contagion. 

Indeed, the Allies had no choice but to give him a sovereign country of some kind. With the war over, Napoleon lost his status as a prisoner of war and had to be released. But the Allies could not let him stay in France as he posed too great a danger to the newly restored Bourbon king. Nor did they have the authority to detain him on foreign soil against his will. There was only one remaining option: give him his own kingdom and then forbid him from coming back to theirs. (Chapter 3)



Also, torture. 


But perhaps the biggest problem for outcasting is that countermeasures [i.e. responding to a violation of the rules with your own violation of the rules] do not always work. Yes, they are effective for enforcing rules on trade and mail delivery, but there is a whole array of rules that cannot be enforced through simple tit-for-tatting. For example, countermeasures cannot be used to enforce human rights agreements like the United Nations Convention Against Torture. A state cannot torture its own people in response to illegal torture by another state against its people. (Chapter 16)



Addendum 6: Seeing Like an Islamic State

The last chapter, titled Seeing Like an Islamic State is, to me, the least successfully persuasive, perhaps because it would need to be a full book of its own to take into account sufficient perspectives to fully persuade, especially on a topic that is somewhat aligned with culture war. Reading it provides a useful exercise in trying to push yourself out of assuming that other people everywhere have the same cultural assumptions that you do, and the specifics of it are interesting, but I can’t recommend it as conclusive. H&S’s goal is to cover some of the modern threats to the New World Order.

They argue that the conflict between the West and the Islamic world isn’t really about the specific disagreements, as much as it is that many in the Islamic world reject the intellectual underpinnings that Europe formulated - the New World Order. This goes back to Sayyid Qutb, a leading member of the Muslim Brotherhood and inspiration to Al-Qaeda and ISIS. According to H&S, Qutb’s experience in the West and then interacting with the Nasser government in Egypt led to him rejecting in its entirety the Western conception of states, national sovereignty, and the Peace Pact. 

This has been inherited by some others within the Islamic world who consider themselves to be in a state of permanent jihad against the West. In this way they seek to move the underlying expectations, to change the rules of the game. Instead of seeing conflicts with Islamic jihadists as equivalent to other conflicts, then, we should attempt to understand their worldview. It is its own set of rules and expectations, but likely is closer to the way pre-Enlightenment religious wars, also known as hygienic wars, worked. Here are some quotes to set the flavor of it, but none of this is essential to the rest of the book. 


Qutb is the mirror image of Grotius. Grotius sought to ground the right of war on liberalism, on the natural rights of individuals to use force to protect life and property. Qutb grounded the right, indeed the duty, of war in the obligation to annihilate Jahiliyyah. Whereas Grotius argued that war could be fought for liberal rights, Qutb argued that war had to be fought against liberal rights.

The Qutbian enemy, therefore, is breathtakingly encompassing. The realm of Jahiliyyah is not merely the West, with its secularism, racism, imperialism, inequality, and sexual promiscuity. Nor is it simply Nasser and his henchmen, the brutes who ran torture chambers like Tora Prison. It encompasses all secular Arab governments—including those in Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Syria. It also includes the ulema, the clergy who claim to speak for Islam, but support the lordship of man. It includes anyone who stands in the way of the establishment of an Islamic State. The enemy is the rest of the world.

[To Qutb] the Crusades were never about power or territorial control. The war with the West has always been a battle of ideas—between those who recognize that only God possesses sovereignty and those who impute it to man.

Qutb’s crusade is not a nationalist one. Seeing the history of the Middle East as a legacy of foreign control, he argued, misleads Arabs into thinking that the solution must be local control. Arab nationalists think that the antidote to imperialism is nationalism—Churchill must be replaced by Nasser. But that is a trap. Rule by man—any man—is the problem, not the solution. Victory over Jahiliyyah cannot be achieved by adopting an Arab form of Jahiliyyah. Eastern Jahiliyyah is no better than the Western version. In Qutb’s messianic view, triumph requires nothing less than a global Islamic state.  (Chapter 17)






The Irony of American History - by Reinhold Niebuhr

[image: ]

If anyone was born to theology, it was Reinhold Niebuhr. His father Gustav was a pastor, his mother Lydia was the daughter of a missionary, his sister Hulda took a divinity professorship in Chicago, and his brother Richard became a famous theological ethicist. Clearly Reinhold had the blood of Christ.

He went to Yale Divinity school, at 23 became a pastor in Detroit in 1915 in the heyday of the automobile boom, and in 1916 began writing regular articles on current events to supplement his pastor’s income and support his mother. From then, he began to develop his own strand of christian theology which, in the context of a secularizing U.S., became stunningly influential in foreign and domestic policy through the first decades of the Cold War. He has been cited as amajor influence by Jimmy Carter, Madeleine Albright, McCain, Obama, Hillary Clinton, and more; by many of his generation’s most important political scientists/historians: Kenneth Waltz, Hans Morgenthau, Richard Hofstadter, Arthur Schlesinger, etc; and by a motley group that I’m going vaguely lump together as “religious activists”: Martin Luther King Jr., Cornel West, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Seymour Siegel, and more.

And yet for all that, Niebuhr is hardly read today. Like so many American public intellectuals of the past (Jonathan Edwards, Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Dewey), he lingers only as a shadowy figure in our national memory, a phantasm in the wings of our historical theater. His most lasting writing is the ‘Serenity Prayer’ used in AA meetings nationwide. But I believe his political writings still have great relevance for us today, and as such I will be reviewing his major work of foreign policy: The Irony of American History (1952).

Already I worry that I’ve lost many readers at the word ‘theology’. A cynical atheist may reasonably ask “Is he trying to convert me?” Not to worry. Reinhold Niebuhr is not trying to convert you. He is no missionary. His theological background intrudes very little upon his political writings. I admit that he does like Christianity (as his life and family tree should suggest) and he thinks it has useful insights for the world of practical politics. But generally he has no evangelical bent.

Cynic: Sure, but are you trying to convert me?

Me: Not at all. Not at all. Let me assure all readers that I am a good atheist. I’ve never lost any sleep over whether there’s a god or an afterlife or a reincarnation. I even used to love watching those New Atheist youtube debates, but I’ve come to feel that there are interesting and valuable ideas in religion, even if these insights ought to be divorced from their mystical foundations (similar to the way Tu Youyou won a Nobel for synthesizing artemisinin from traditional Chinese herbal cures for Malaria).

The reasons I’m interested in Niebuhr are threefold. At minimum, Niebuhr is important because he has influenced important people (see list of politicians above). The American democratic center doesn’t really espouse a coherent ideological framework (to say the least). Therefore, any common influence is valuable for shedding light on what still seems to be the dominant political force in the country.

Cynic: I don’t buy that these politicians are actually influenced by Niebuhr. They were probably just name dropping a theologian to get the Christian centrist vote.

Me: Fair enough. I personally think some politicians are genuinely influenced by him, but admittedly it's hard to tell what politicians actually believe.

So the second interest is historical. Niebuhr’s thought may or may not still have influence within the Democratic party today, but he certainly had a verifiable influence on policy during the Cold War. Many of the academics he influenced (Kennan, Morgenthau, Schlesinger) became direct consultants for various presidential administrations. We ought to read Niebuhr if only to better understand American history.

Presentist Cynic: Yeah but who cares about the past?

Me: (Mutters something about being doomed to repeat history) Fine, fine. Finally, I have to admit that I think Niebuhr is useful today. And The Irony of American History can help us specifically with what I like to call the ‘dilemma of foreign policy’. Simply put, the dilemma is this: if you live in a democratic country or otherwise have any small influence over your nation’s actions, you have at least a slight obligation to make sensible decisions with that power. Now I find wading through the details of domestic policy hard enough, but every difficulty is amplified tenfold in foreign policy. At minimum, we feel we ought to know something about China, Russia, the E.U., the entire Middle East, Israel/Palestine, India/Pakistan, and North Korea. But then minor Archdukes always find a way of being assassinated and the Baltic politics of Sarajevo will trigger the next world war. Or Cuba will manage to almost be the starting point of a civilization ending nuclear holocaust. Or a generational plague will sweep through and… well you get the idea.

In other words, being accurate about matters of foreign policy is hard. In the field of U.S. medicine, I think it is both admirable and rational to follow Scott’s method: look at various studies, try to understand the logic behind the methodology, compare the data, apply common-sense and historical experience, and make a decision. I think this works very well in many areas of domestic policy. But in international relations, there is simply too much information for one to be an expert about more than a region, the decisions are made too quickly to become well informed, and, even when we are not specialists, we are still called to weigh in broadly on issues about which we can have only a limited understanding at best.

Cynic: So why even bother with foreign policy?

Me: Because foreign policy is also one of the most consequential aspects of our government from any moral perspective. Just about the worst thing that a President or Prime Minister or Ayatollah can do is start an unnecessary war. Second place would be either to indirectly cause vast regional instability or to just to support policies that lead to stagnating standards of living for millions.

Therefore I think a heuristic that can be broadly applied to matters of foreign policy is essential. Many of my close friends use a heuristic that might be summarized as “Never war”. And this heuristic really is mostly right. Only there are major exceptions (Third Reich or the slave-owning South) where a policy would be morally disastrous. So I think a somewhat more flexible and sophisticated heuristic is in order. And that’s where Niebuhr comes in. I believe he still offers today one of the most reasonable and useful frameworks for thinking about and analyzing foreign policy from a general perspective.

Apologies for the long overture, but I felt that a theologian needs more justification than most when being presented to a modern audience.

The Preface

In the brief preface to the work, Niebuhr introduces his framework for interpreting American foreign policy: namely irony (there are other elements to his philosophy, but these more in the background of this work. I’ll touch on these other elements at the end).

Irony is a way of interpreting problems in the world. Niebuhr distinguishes irony from two other modes of interpretation: pathos and tragedy. He explains:


“Pathos is that element in a historic situation which elicits pity, but neither deserves admiration nor warrants contrition. Pathos arises from fortuitous cross-purposes and confusions in life for which no reason can be given.”



Pathos might arise from, say, an unforeseeable natural disaster, or a ship sinking in a storm.

Whereas “The tragic element in a human situation is constituted of conscious choices of evil for the sake of good.”

One classical example of a tragic decision is Agamemnon sacrificing his own daughter to prevent the destruction of the Greekarmy. The modern example that Niebuhr uses is that the U.S. is forced to maintain a terrible nuclear arsenal as a deterrent against other terrible nuclear arsenals.

Both of these are distinct from irony:


“Irony consists of apparently fortuitous incongruities in life which are discovered, upon closer examination, to be not merely fortuitous.”



It’s not the catchiest formulation so here are some concrete examples:


“If virtue becomes vice through some hidden defect in the virtue; if strength becomes weakness because of the vanity to which strength may prompt the mighty man or nation; if security is transmuted into insecurity because too much reliance is placed upon it; if wisdom becomes folly because it does not know its own limits — in all such cases the situation is ironic.”



Why irony? Why is it useful to think about events in this way? Because the major difference between irony on the one hand and tragedy or pathos on the other, is that the recognition of tragedy or pathos doesn’t prompt any change in action. If you recognize a pathetic or tragic situation, you may feel an emotional tug at your heart-strings, you may make sympathetic remarks at the dinner table, but there is no recognition that anyone has actually done anything incorrectly. In contrast, the recognition of an ironic flaw naturally prompts a change in action. If we realize that we have weakened ourselves through overconfidence, we will stop being overconfident, or so Niebuhr’s theory goes.

Cynic: What about people who don’t change even after recognizing they are wrong?

Me: For Niebuhr this is very terrible and extremely dangerous, but it’s still useful to at least try to point out the truth and get them to change.

Cynic: What about if people in power are just selfish and callous and egotistical? And nations and rulers only do whatever serves their own narrow interests?

Me: Well I think that Niebuhr is actually responding to this position implicitly throughout the book. Niebuhr acknowledges the strength of self-interest, and even human evil. But I believe he is attempting to understand ruling decisions through a more psychologically realistic framework. I.e. People in power rarely see themselves as purely selfish. They have adopted some ideology which, yes, justifies their own self-interest but it’s also one they genuinely believe in. The racist southerner of the past wanted privileges and rights over black people, but probably he also truly felt that integration would be a disaster for one reason or another. Blindness to self-interest is one of the major sources of irony.

Additionally, Niebuhr often writes under the assumption that there are many outcomes which are good for both others and ourselves. Peace is generally good for everyone involved. But, ironically we often hinder our own self-interest in these matters through stupidity and short-sightedness, from blind devotion to an ideal. Therefore, because these ironies are more likely to hurt ourselves, people will be more willing to change their ways if they are pointed out.

1 The Ironic Element in the American Situation

In the first chapter, Niebuhr lists off all the ironies of the American position at the beginning of the 1950s. That the U.S. leaders accuse communist ideology of being too materialist, but that the main success of the U.S. system is in the material realm. That we espouse individualism, but our society is one of assembly lines and political parties. Plus, it’s actually in our communal actions that our individualistic society effectively resists communism (in war, in political alliances, in trade agreements). That if we were as pure and virtuous as we pretend, we could not have won the second world war.

Cynic: All this commie talk seems pretty irrelevant these days, no?

Me: Yes, the first chapter doesn’t age well because it’s basically tied to the cold war context of when it was written. Even if, say, nuclear deterrence is still a major factor in international politics, it’s just not on most people’s minds the way it once was. Niebuhr goes into many many other ironies on both the American and Soviet side of things, but I’ll skip over these.

The essential point that Niebuhr wants to make is that the American creeds of liberty, science, free enterprise, and individualism frequently contradict each other in practice (example: that we believe in personal liberty but that our scientists do not). Therefore, we must be wiser than our hodgepodge creed if we are to be virtuous in the world. The second is to recognize that the communists act under similar illusions that we must understand in order to effectively combat them:


“If only we could fully understand that the evils against which we contend are frequently the fruit of illusions which are similar to our own, we might be better prepared to save a vast uncommitted world.”



2 First Illusion: The Innocent Nation in an Innocent World

Niebuhr begins the analysis proper with by analyzing a series of American illusions. The first is the idea of national innocence.

Cynic: Wow, what a cliche.

Me: True, but I think Niebuhr deviates from the normal analysis. Normally when people bring up national innocence, it’s to point out America’s historic guilt, our original sins. Or it’s to talk about the national loss of innocence after a national disaster (Vietnam, 9/11, etc) when everyone first became so cynical about things.

But Niebuhr’s focus is on the idea of innocence as a mindset. As a way of thinking about your own moral goals and objectives. In Niebuhr’s framework, innocence is the idea that your own side is inherently good, inherently moral, or inherently right because evil is caused by something external.

“This vast involvement in guilt in a supposedly innocent world achieves a specially ironic dimension through the fact that the two leading powers [the U.S. and U.S.S.R.] engaged in the struggle are particularly innocent according to their own official myth and collective memory.”

This is not to say that these nations ignore the crimes of their history. The U.S.S.R. and the U.S. might freely admit to having been involved in wars in which people were killed, or even to using immoral methods to achieve future goals. However, Niebuhr wants to point out that neither side believes that evil could grow from their own system. The educated, liberal American of the era believed that all evil was caused by a lack of education and liberalism. The communist believed that private property caused all evil. Consequently, there is great danger on both sides due to their inability to recognize their own potential for evil. Historically, the great disaster of Marxism in Niebuhr’s eyes was that it never worried about or took steps to prevent the abuse of power from within its own movement.

Presentist Cynic: But again, how many soviets are there anymore? Or these “education will solve everything” liberals that might have existed back then?

Me: Well, even though the ideologies have changed, the error remains the same. Probably it will never fully disappear. Very few of the moral movements of our age ever appear to worry about dangers within the movements themselves. Rather, it can feel taboo to even raise questions. This is the kind of innocence that Niebuhr is talking about. That my side is not only good, but essentially incapable of real harm. Because evil can only arise from outside, its root is always elsewhere.

Niebuhr then goes on to discuss the origin of American innocence myths. He argues that America’s two dominant religious-moral traditions, Calvinism and Jeffersonianism, both conceived of America as a fresh start for humanity.

“Whether, as in the case of the New England theocrats, our forefathers thought of our "experiment" as primarily the creation of a new and purer church, or, as in the case of Jefferson and his coterie, they thought primarily of a new political community, they believed in either case that we had been called out by God to create a new humanity. We were God’s “American Israel.” Our pretensions ofinnocency therefore heightened the whole concept of a virtuous humanity which characterizes the culture of our era; and involve us in the ironic incongruity between our illusions and the realities which we experience. We find it almost as difficult as the communists to believe that anyone could think ill of us, since we are as persuaded as they that our society is so essentially virtuous that only malice could prompt criticism of any of our actions.”

This sense of innocence frustrated our foreign policy as well. The inability to reckon with the possibilities of evil within will lead to clumsy and blundering international relationships. In American policy this innocence of evil takes three forms. The first is the desire to ignore America’s power and withdraw from the world. Niebuhr discusses this in the context of the isolationism in the Second World War.

“But the abortive effort to defy the forces of history which were both creating a potential world community and increasing the power of America beyond that of any other nation, was supported by pacifist idealists, Christian and secular, and by other visionaries who desired to preserve our innocency. They had a dim and dark understanding of the fact that power cannot be wielded without guilt, since it is never transcendent over interest, even when it tries to subject itself to universal standards and places itself under the control of a nascent world-wide community. They did not understand that the disavowal of the responsibilities of power can involve an individual or nation in even more grievous guilt.”

The second reaction is an idealist hope of solving all issues rationally (and therefore guiltlessly). When Niebuhr was writing, this took the form of a desire for world government, a U.N., or a league of nations. Although Niebuhr sympathizes with this goal, he believes that the proposals are too dependent on the illusion that all parties will act extremely rationally. He predicts that strong nations will dominate any collective world body, in the same way that strong factions can dominate a national one. Any hope of possible world government, Niebuhr argues, has to account for these natural weaknesses.

At the other ideological extreme are the “realists” who believe that “the evils of communism are so great that we are justified in using any weapon against them. Thereby, they closely approach the communist ruthlessness.”

The error in both cases is the same inadequate understanding of human evil. Power cannot be wielded without guilt, but that is no excuse for giving up on the relative good that we can accomplish. He concludes:


“Yet our American nation, involved in its vast responsibilities, must slough off many illusions which were derived both from the experiences and the ideologies of its childhood. Otherwise either we will seek escape from responsibilities which involve unavoidable guilt, or we will be plunged into avoidable guilt by too great confidence in our virtue.”



3. Second Illusion: Happiness, Prosperity, and Virtue

America is wealthy. So, so wealthy. We are richer than the wildest fantasies of other countries. There they dream of castle chambers swimming with gold and precious jewels, but here that would only describe the servant’s quarters for the Bezos and Musk mansions. We have so much money that we give out millions to people formemorizing random facts, for living on islands, for eating bugs, or for demonstrating the knowledge of a fifth grader. People die when we go shopping on black Friday, and we count the deaths.

I would say money is at least as important now as it was in Niebuhr’s time. And for Niebuhr, America’s historic prosperity has come with its own dangerous illusions. He first traces America’s traditional relationship with prosperity again to Calvinist and Jeffersonian origins. Essentially, the puritans began with the assumption that any wealth came solely from the grace of God. After they started to grow more and more wealthy, they naturally began to feel that they must have a crazy amount of God’s grace. A lot of grace must mean they were really good and virtuous. And thus wealth became steadily intertwined with virtue as they became richer.

“For, from the later Puritans to the present day we have variously attributed American prosperity to our superior diligence, our greater skill or (more recently) to our more fervent devotion to the ideals of freedom. We thereby have complicated our spiritual problem for the days of adversity which we are bound to experience.”

One irony here is that the religion which Communism criticizes as an opiate of the masses helped in fact to create and justify more wealth than any atheist communism.

Benjamin Franklin: But thrift and diligence obviously do create wealth. The man who saves his money and starts a business will definitely become wealthier than the person who spends their paycheck on beer or bonnets. This is only proper.

Me: I think many readers might agree with Ben’s not totally unreasonable theory of wealth, but the important distinction is that Niebuhr is talking about national wealth. I.e. America as a country did not become rich by being really thrifty or innovative, but because the land itself was extremely bountiful (and also killing the natives). Therefore the American conflation (virtue = prosperity) is too simplistic when we’re talking about nations.

The Jeffersonian theory inverts the order, but keeps the same basic equation. Here, prosperity creates the broad middle class that supports a healthy democracy. So prosperity creates virtue rather than virtue creating prosperity. But as before, there is the same association between wealth and virtue.

Niebuhr ends on a more spiritual diagnosis. That Americans themselves are beginning to feel that the wealth that has been held up as a goal ultimately fails to provide individuals with a full sense of meaning and purpose in their lives. His early warning does seem to anticipate the spiritual rebellion of the sixties, at the height of American prosperity.

4. The International Class Struggle

But back to foreign policy. This ideology of wealth is directly harming our foreign policy.

Here Niebuhr turns to the cold war struggle for the third world. The U.S. believes that its material prosperity is the major evidence of its superiority, but, ironically, this same prosperity becomes Exhibit A of America’s imperial guilt for third world Marxists. The U.S. has become the main international symbol of “Western” culture, and ironically takes on much of the blame for European imperialism. Even though historically the U.S. is much less at fault than the European empires, our wealth is attributed solely to the evils of empire.

“Therefore we confront the ironic situation in world politics that the most powerful and technically the most efficient modern nation is condemned in a court of public opinion, strongly influenced by Marxist dogma, not so much for its real sins as for achievements in which it takes an inordinate pride.”

Niebuhr then makes a very general cultural analysis of the South and East Asian civilizations and explains their susceptibility to communism. Broad generalizations about the anti-democratic nature of the Hindu or Confucian culture are not always very persuasive. But Niebuhr makes an important point that is often neglected these days. He argues that democracy is by no means a_natural_ form of government. It takes a long time to develop and requires deep-rooted cultural foundations of literacy, mutual tolerance, and moderate material wealth. Therefore, Niebuhr cautions against over hasty democracy building in Asia. Instead we should have the “patience to wait out the long run of history while we take such measures as are necessary to combat the more immediate perils.”

Woke Cynic: This is just imperialist racism to believe that ‘some people’ aren’t ready for democracy. This has always been the justification for colonization.

Me: Perhaps, but the U.S.’s recent failures in the middle-east should at least partially vindicate Niebuhr’s skepticism about the immediate universality of democracy. Perhaps culture doesn’t matter, and all that counts is wealth and literacy, but still, those take time to grow. Many people criticize America for siding with various regional dictators around the world, calling it a gross hypocrisy, but Niebuhr would argue that any attempt to force democracy instantly and everywhere is an idealism that is doomed to fail. Democracies are difficult to achieve and take time when they do. Therefore, it is a reasonable expediency for America to work with monarchs, dictators, and sultans when there exist greater threats. Our interference with other countries should be essentially limited to international damage control.

5. Third Illusion: The Master of Destiny

This restriction to more limited goals is part of Niebuhr’s larger reaction against the possibility of managing history rationally. The American faith in rational control took two forms. In the first, early social scientists, represented for Niebuhr by John Dewey, assumed that the social sciences were going to be a straightforward as the sciences: “What men think about the peril of an atomic bomb is regarded as equally manageable with the physical forces which produce the bomb.”

For Niebuhr, the big problem is that these theories assume that the rational theorist is outside of history, but in truth these theories of the good are very dependent on their historical context. It’s not that these theories are necessarily bad, but any momentary theory is too historically provincial to make into a moral law.

The second error is that these movements are often too restrictive. Any attempt to govern man as if he were just an automaton following natural laws will too often suppress man’s natural creativity.

The other side of this illusion are the religious or political leaders who invest America with a messianic role in world history. That the U.S. is destined to usher in an age of liberalism and democracy around the world. The old dream of thecity on the hill.

For Niebuhr, it’s only passivity that has ironically saved the U.S. from this dream so far. A city on the hill is not as dangerous as a liberating army. So if some U.S. messianic dreams were misguided, we can at least take comfort that they were ineffectual. The danger, of course, is when the city on the hill starts to think it can spread its ideals by force.

“In either case, man as the spectator and manager of history imagines himself to be freer of the drama he beholds than he really is; and man as the creature of history is too simply reduced to the status of a creature of nature, and all of his contacts to the ultimate are destroyed”

6. Triumph of Experience

The success of America then, ironically comes from the fact that it historically ignored it’s people like John Dewey:


“Any modern community which establishes a tolerable justice is the beneficiary of the ironic triumph of the wisdom of common sense over the foolishness of its wise men.”



Rationalist Cynic: I don’t know man, Niebuhr sounds like a troglodyte.

Me: This is an important question. Is Niebuhr anti-intellectual, anti-science, or anti-rationalist? Is this a case of someone who thinks their Christian gut is smarter than some egghead theory? Well no. Niebuhr himself is clearly an intellectual. He associates with college professors in political science and international relations, he has many degrees, he devotes much of his time to theorizing about foreign policy. And I think he’s honestly pretty rational. Niebuhr can be better understood as a Christian skeptic. Why did the smartest and most educated people seem to get things so wrong in his time? Niebuhr suggests that it is because they underestimated human evil. They believed everyone could become as smart and educated as themselves. They assumed man’s inherent perfectibility and therefore were totally baffled by the rise of totalitarianism in Europe (It’s also useful to know that Niebuhr began talking about human evil back in 1932 in his first major work: Moral Man and Immoral Society. This was before it was fully clear to everyone just how insanely destructive Stalin and Hitler could be. Like most public intellectuals, he first came to fame by being ahead of the curve).

This idea of human fallibility and sinfulness is where Niebuhr believes Christianity as having historically useful insights.

Cynic: Can’t we have a secular theory of human evil? Just because the early social science was wrong doesn't mean we need to adopt a religious framework. We just need better science.

Me: I think this is true, and historically I think many of the political theorists who were influenced by Niebuhr adopted his emphasis on evil without converting to Christianity. Niebuhr is fine with this. But he also points out one danger in secular theories of evil. Which is that they can be too pessimistic about human nature and become a justification for dictatorship. Hobbes was a classic example of such atheistic pessimism, but his monarchical absolutism now seems way too extreme. Christianity for Niebuhr basically offers a stable intellectual balance between man’s capacity for both good and evil.

He also argues Christianity is useful because it offers a permanent absolute perspective against which any human theory is provisional and open to revision:


“A democratic society on the other hand preserves a modicum of justice by various strategies of distributing and balancing both economic and political power. But it is not tenable to place the institution of property into the realm of the sacrosanct. Every human institution must stand under constant review. The question must be asked, what forms of it are viable under what specific conditions?”



New Atheist Cynic: Aren’t religious people usually the most absolutist and zealous?

Me: Yeah. Hard to argue with this one. The most I can say in Niebuhr’s defense is that his idea of Christian skepticism is that one can never ever be sure that it is God’s voice and not the devil’s that they are hearing. So any religious absolutism is just another form of evil for him. The only difference for him between a rational Christian and a rational atheist is that a rational Christian believes “Love thy Neighbor” is the absolute law. However, even though the law itself is absolute, a rational Christian can never be sure that what they’re doing is the right method for following the law. They always have to think critically about whether their human actions truly align with this divine goal.

So every law and institution must be placed under constant review. This can be tricky, especially the more educated and intelligent someone is. The educated like concrete rules. We do not often trust the ‘wisdom of common sense’ in political matters. We are good at hypothesizing abuses of power and prefer strict rules that can’t be easily circumvented. Just recently Scott was trying to determine a rule for thinking about theself-determination of a people that would be concrete, reasonable, and yet also avoid giving Putin any justification for war. But for Niebuhr we can never make an absolute rule. Rules must always be revised to account for new historical data and situations. And a well-governed democracy must rely to a large degree on common sense for most of its judgments. It's unfeasible to draw a strict line that can divide evil on one side from good on the other, and any such absolute line is far more dangerous than the flexibility of common-sense (although Niebuhr is naturally aware of the dangers here as well). So for Niebuhr with a situation like Ukraine, it is ok to judge on a case by case basis whether it is justifiable for one group to demand political independence. Common sense should lead us to reasonable conclusions if not always rational ones.

7. The Significance of Irony

Niebuhr concludes with a meta-analysis of his own book. Is American history really ironic? Is this a useful way to think about the endless data of history? He acknowledges that one can never be sure about the truth of a historical theory. New events may always arise to refute it. But he argues that there are a few useful components to his ironic framework. First, an ironic view requires some detachment from the events. Irony implies a certain distance which is often useful to try to achieve. The framework of irony allows one to step away from the parade of historic events and achieve a new perspective.

It’s distant, but not hostile. Some people look at politicians and assume that there is nothing that anyone can do within the system to change the system. And certainly Niebuhr doesn’t believe everyone can be convinced to act morally. But irony often assumes that one has made a mistake about one’s own self interest, and therefore when irony appears it is something that can be corrected. For this reason at least, even if not every situation is ironic, the ironic mistakes are the ones we can fix.

And finally, because America is so powerful, our own mistakes are more practically dangerous than any action of our enemy.

“For if we should perish, the ruthlessness of the foe would be only the secondary cause of the disaster. The primary cause would be that the strength of a giant nation was directed by eyes too blind to see all the hazards of the struggle; and the blindness would be induced not by some accident of nature or history but by hatred and vainglory.”

8. Heuristics:

At the beginning I promised a heuristic for foreign policy.

Cynic: Damn right. Irony and common sense is literally the opposite of a useful heuristic.

Me: I know, I know. I think irony is useful, but let’s make the core of Niebuhr’s worldview a little more concrete. I think his heuristic has three fundamental assumptions.


	Man is inherently sinful.



New Atheist Cynic: Wait what?

Me: Yes I know, it seems crazy. There have been some hints of this idea in the review, but human sin is admittedly central to Niebuhr’s worldview. Still, let’s talk about what this practically implies. Human sinfulness leads Niebuhr to a few general conclusions.


Notes


[1]

It is impossible to achieve perfection on earth. So one cannot hope for utopia or to fully eliminate conflict. There is no final, external cause for humans behaving badly, because conflict is inherent in us.



[2]

Our own actions are always partially tainted with self interest. Therefore, one cannot trust any kind of absolutism of individual political power or of a political system. One must instead rely on a balance of conflicting interests.



[3]

One should often reflect on whether one’s own beliefs are veiling a deeper self interest. This doesn’t mean that one’s beliefs are necessarily wrong, but you should always reflect on whether you only believe them because they also benefit yourself, and to be humble about the alternatives. To take one personal example: I practice effective altruism. I think it is a very effective way of doing good. However, I also have to admit that I don’t particularly like going to marches or protests, or canvassing door to door, or especially not ‘getting involved.’ This is certainly self-interested. I value my time more than my money. Therefore, I should at the very minimum not dismiss people who try to do good in other ways, and acknowledge the potential use of protests, canvassing, and the like. Again, this doesn’t mean that we can’t be critical, but merely that we should recognize that it’s always easier to be critical than self critical.



[4]

Individuals may be martyrs or saints, but once self interest begins to aggregate in communities, it is impossible to expect any nation or political body to give up power altruistically. So don’t expect a U.N. or an E.U. is going to be purely ethical.

Second tenet:



	Man is free or, to put it more provocatively, Man has free will.





Modern Neuroscientist: Excuse me?

Me: Ok, let me finish all the assumptions first.

This second idea also comes with a couple conclusions.



[5]

We should use force to fight Hitler (June 29, 1940)



[6]

It is ok to suspend civil liberties in wartime (Jan 24, 1942)



[7]

Against Japanese Internment (Summer 1942)



[8]

Race prejudice must be combated by more than education (Summer 1942)



[9]

Mass bombing of Germany is morally justified in the circumstances (Summer 1943)



[10]

Atomic bombing of Hiroshima was indefensible (1945)



[11]

Against McCarthy (Jan 31, 1955)



[12]

Against South African Apartheid (May 28, 1956)



[13]

Against Barry Goldwater (Oct 26, 1964)



[14]

Support Martin Luther King Jr / Civili Rights Movement (Mar 19, 1965, but essentially supported Black rights from the 1930s onwards it seems )



[15]

Against Vietnam War (June 24, 1967)



[16]

Also variously, but without clear dates (pro-containment, pro-nuclear deterrence, against converting Jews to Christianity going against his own early belief, pro Roosevelt, pro Jewish statehood)

Some concrete Predictions:






The Knowledge: How to Rebuild Our World from Scratch by Lewis Dartnell

Imagine that our civilization has collapsed. You are one of the few survivors. How can you rebuild an advanced industrial civilization out of the rubble of the old one?

This is the question that Lewis Dartnell sets out to answer in his book The Knowledge: How to Rebuild Our World from Scratch. This book is amazing, and everyone ought to read it.

A disclaimer: I am a biologist with vague memories of undergrad chemistry, and I have zero experience with disaster prep or mechanical engineering. Therefore, I am completely unqualified to assess the information presented in large parts of this book. I still chose to write this review because, as Dartnell points out in the introduction, there isn’t any human alive today who knows how all parts of our complex civilization work. His whole point in writing this book was to present a general overview of how to reboot our civilization to readers who are intelligent and curious but are not experts in every single domain of knowledge present herein. My goal is to evaluate how well he has succeeded in addressing readers like me.

The book was written in 2014, a.k.a. The Before Times, and given COVID-19 and the war in Ukraine, some of the potential disaster scenarios strike extremely close to home in a way they would not have when the author wrote them. Consider this passage from the introduction:


“A particularly virulent strain of avian flu [reviewer: or bat coronavirus] finally breached the species barrier and hopped successfully to human hosts… The contagion spread devastatingly quickly in the modern age of high-density cities and intercontinental air travel…” (p. 1)



Ouch.

If you have a sensitive conscience or vivid imagination, some of the passages, especially in the first two chapters, are best not read at bedtime. In Chapter 1, which describes different forms the collapse could take, the author concludes that, from the standpoint of rebuilding an advanced civilization, the “best” kind of apocalypse would be “a sudden and extreme depopulation that leaves the material infrastructure of our technological civilization untouched” (p. 23). This way, survivors could rely on plentiful supplies (stores of canned food, etc.) for a “grace period” in which to reboot civilization without falling all the way to the level of hunting-gathering, which is extremely hard to break out of. In contrast, the worst-case scenario would be one that leaves most humans alive while wiping out their stuff: a coronal mass ejection from the Sun that destroys all our power grids, or a nuclear war that causes nuclear winter and prevents us from growing enough crops (of course, a nuclear war would also kill plenty of people directly). If our infrastructure were destroyed while most people were left alive and in need of sustenance, Dartnell writes,


“[T]he roving crowds would rapidly consume the remnant supplies and so precipitate a subsequent mass depopulation. At the end, survivors would still encounter a world without people, but one that has now also been stripped bare of any resources that would have offered them a grace period of recovery” (p. 22).



That said, Dartnell acknowledges that too few survivors would be bad, too, because you need enough humans to achieve the degree of specialization and division of labor necessary for rebooting civilization, as well as to avoid excessive inbreeding in the next generation. With a bit of handwaving, he settles at 10,000 people in one location as “the ideal starting point.”

While I understand Dartnell’s logic here, the dispassionate calculus of “it’s better for most people to die while their stuff is left intact, not the other way around” still gives me chills. For the purposes of this book, Dartnell focuses on the best-case (i.e., pandemic) scenario rather than the worst-case (coronal ejection or nuclear war) scenario, presumably because a book that simply said, “You and all of humankind are doomed no matter what you do” would be too depressing to sell. Let us assume, then, the, uh, best-case scenario (calling a deadly pandemic a best-case scenario while COVID-19 keeps roaming around feels supremely ironic, but let’s move on).

The book covers, or at least mentions, all the basics of civilization that the survivors of the apocalypse will have to recreate. The amount of research that went into this book is truly remarkable, and I salute Dartnell for having learned it all and presented it in a more or less accessible fashion (albeit the degree of “more” vs. “less” varies among the chapters, as I will discuss later). There is a chapter for each of the following:


	The collapse: how it may happen; what to expect

	The immediate aftermath of the collapse: how not to die

	Agriculture

	Food and clothing

	Substances: useful chemicals and how to make them

	Materials: building and more

	Medicine

	Energy

	Transport

	Communication

	Advanced chemistry: chemical reactions to attempt at later stages of the reboot

	Finding your way in time and space: timekeeping and navigation

	The greatest invention: can you guess what it is?



Chapter 2 is a standard survivalist’s guide to making it in the immediate aftermath of the “best-case” apocalypse, in which plentiful resources are available for the few survivors. Dartnell advises the readers to raid defunct grocery stores and pharmacies for non-perishable food and medicine, siphon drinking water out of swimming pools, and get out of cities, which will rapidly become dangerous – the “rot and decomposition” of the victims of the apocalypse will “pose a severe health hazard” (p. 44). Instructions on how to reboot an advanced civilization begin in chapter 3, on agriculture.

Agriculture is straightforward in concept, if not in practice. Dartnell gently points out that those of us accustomed to picking up our food at the supermarket likely underestimate the effort it takes to produce a plentiful harvest; modern farming is “grossly artificial” (p. 56), a process of getting the most crop for the least amount of effort while protecting the crop from competitive weeds and destructive pests. The author then describes the basic tools used in agriculture – hoe, sickle, scythe, plow, etc. – and different types of soil, distinguished by the proportion of three components: sand, silt, and clay. Different crops prefer different kinds of soil: wheat, beans, and potatoes grow well in clay-rich soils; rye and sugar beets do well in sandy ones. For a high-yield harvest, the crops must be fertilized with nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium, which, in the absence of synthetic fertilizer, can be obtained from excrement, crushed bones, and wood ash, respectively. I wish the author had devoted at least some space to growing fruits and vegetables, and animal husbandry.

The most important idea in this chapter is the Norfolk four-course rotation, responsible for a great increase in agricultural productivity in 18th-century Britain. The idea behind crop rotation is that growing different crops in succession on the same plot of land makes it more difficult for pests and diseases to get established, and it also replenishes nutrients in the soil. In the Norfolk four-course rotation, you start by planting the field with legumes in year 1. Legumes house symbiotic nitrogen-fixing bacteria in nodules in their roots, thereby replenishing bioavailable nitrogen in the soil that is depleted by other crops. Starting the crop rotation with legumes (clover, alfalfa, beans, lentils, soy, peanuts, depending on the local climate) gives the soil a nice boost of nitrogen, which is then used in year 2 by wheat, a staple crop for human consumption. Then, in year 3, plant the field with root crops, such as turnips, rutabagas, or potatoes. The great thing about these crops is that you can feed them to your livestock throughout the year, so that you can have fresh meat and milk in the winter instead of slaughtering all but a few breeding pairs of your cattle every fall, as European peasants used to do in the Middle Ages. Finish the four-course rotation with barley in year 4.

Barley can be used to make beer, one of the foodstuffs described in chapter 4 (food and clothing). This, to me, was the most intuitive and familiar chapter in the book. As Dartnell points out, food preparation has two goals: prevent or delay spoilage by microbes and make nutrients in the food easier to absorb by the body. There are several ways to protect food from microbes. You can deprive the microbes of water by drying or salting the food; introduce a toxic compound, such as acid (in pickling) or creosote (in smoked foods); or kill the little suckers in situ with a combination of heat and pressure and prevent any more from getting in (pasteurized and canned food). As for making nutrients more bioavailable, the author provides basic instructions for baking bread and brewing the aforementioned beer.

One interesting thing I learned from chapter 4 is that there is an alternative refrigerator design more suitable to a post-apocalyptic society than the compression refrigerators we all use: the absorption refrigerator. Interestingly, absorption and compression refrigerators were developed around the same time, but compression refrigerators got a marketing boost from electricity companies, which is why they came to predominate. The absorption refrigerator will be easier to construct in the aftermath of the apocalypse, Dartnell writes, plus it has no moving parts and hence is less likely to break down.

A description on how to make fibers and weave cloth then follows. The main takeaway is that spinning fibers and weaving cloth without modern technology is horribly tedious, which is why new clothes were a luxury for the rich during most of human history. Dartnell provides basic instructions for building a spinning wheel for turning wool into fibers, and a loom for weaving cloth. He mentions something called the flying shuttle, which enables textile weaving to be automated and “powered by a waterwheel, steam engine, or electric motor” (p. 101) – this will be necessary for more advanced stages of the post-collapse civilization.

Chapters 5 and 6 (substances and materials) describe lots of interesting chemistry that a recovering society will have to master. Unfortunately, the survivors won’t have readily available supplies of petroleum for making plastics, and hence will have to rely on a more traditional source of organic compounds: wood. Dartnell recommends that survivors establish groves of fast-growing trees, such as ash and willow, and he describes useful materials we can obtain from them.

Wood can be turned into charcoal, a fuel that burns hotter and is more compact than plain wood and will be vital for applications such as smelting iron. Making charcoal involves incomplete combustion of the wood in the presence of limited oxygen to drive out water and volatile organic compounds. Said compounds can be isolated by burning wood in an enclosed metal container with a pipe to capture the gasses, and then condensing them by running the pipe through a container of cold water. The condensate separates into a watery fraction and a thick sludge; each fraction can be further separated by distillation, the principle of which is given in chapter 4. The watery fraction, originally called pyroligneous acid, is a mix of acetic acid, acetone, and methanol, all three of which are valuable industrial chemicals. The sludge is composed of turpentine, creosote, and pitch, useful for making pigments, preventing microbial growth, and making torches, respectively. Finally, wood ashes can be used to isolate potash, a valuable alkaline substance (appropriately, the word “alkali” comes from the Arabic for “burnt ashes”). If you throw the ashes in some water, skim the floating bits off the top, and then boil off the water or let it evaporate, you will find potash: white crystals composed of a mix of compounds, mostly potassium carbonate (K2CO3). You can use the same process with seaweed instead of wood to make soda ash, rich in sodium carbonate (Na2CO3); much more on soda ash in chapter 11.

Aside from isolating useful chemicals out of wood, Dartnell writes that one of the first things a recovering society must do is learn to work with calcium carbonate (CaCO3), which is found in limestone, chalk, coral, and seashells. By spreading crushed calcium carbonate on acidic soils, you neutralize their pH and improve crops’ ability to absorb nutrients. Baked in a kiln at >900oC, calcium carbonate breaks down into calcium oxide and carbon dioxide (CaCO3 → CaO + CO2). Calcium oxide, aka quicklime, is an extremely caustic compound that can be sprinkled over mass graves to control disease spread; Dartnell helpfully comments that this “may well be necessary after the apocalypse” (p. 110). If you mix quicklime with water (carefully, because it’s an extremely exothermic reaction), you will make calcium hydroxide (Ca(OH)2), aka slaked lime. Slaked lime is super useful for whitewashing walls, treating wastewater, and in construction, as described below.

Slaked lime is the foundation of architecture, serving as an ingredient in mortar, plaster, and, most importantly, cement. The use of cement dates to ancient Rome, but the modern method for making Portland cement was developed in 1794 and involves baking limestone and clay together at 1,450oC and adding gypsum. To make concrete, mix one part Portland cement with two parts sand or gravel plus “enough water to make a thick gloop” (p. 129). One problem with concrete is its very low tensile strength, but this can be solved by reinforcing concrete with steel rods to make rebar. Suspecting that his readers don’t have warm feelings toward concrete, the author writes in its defense:


“Now, I know that concrete is a horrifyingly dull and gray building material, and that there have been some architectural abominations constructed with it [reviewer: cough-Boston City Hall-cough]. But let’s step back and consider for a second what truly remarkable stuff it really is. Concrete is essentially man-made rock… an icon of the modern age” (p. 129).



Other construction materials described here include clay, glass, and metals. Clay, which is fortunately abundant in the environment, is conceptually simple: you shape it into pottery or bricks and fire it in a kiln. Glass, which was first made in Mesopotamia over 5,000 years ago, consists of silica (found in sand) combined with potash or soda ash to lower its melting point to within the reach of a kiln, plus quicklime to prevent the resulting glass from melting in water. Iron and steel will be easy to scavenge from ruined cities in the aftermath of the collapse, but Dartnell also provides instructions for building a blast furnace to smelt iron, i.e., to remove the other elements the iron is bound to in iron ore. A blast furnace, first invented in ancient China, yields pig iron – a high-carbon alloy of iron that is malleable and useful for making many objects such as cooking pots, but too brittle for use in load-bearing structures. To turn pig iron into hard steel, you need to remove the carbon using a Bessemer converter, a giant vat in which air bubbles through molten iron. The oxygen in the air reacts with carbon in the pig iron to form carbon dioxide, which then bubbles out of the metal. You run the reaction long enough to remove all carbon, and then mix in the desired amount of carbon at the end (0.2-1.2%, depending on what the steel is to be used for).

Aside from the strong alkali (potassium carbonate and sodium carbonate) described previously, a recovering society will need strong acids. For most of human history, we had only one acid, and a weak one at that: acetic acid, found in vinegar. During a reboot, survivors should fast-forward to start making a stronger acid: sulfuric acid, H2SO4. To make sulfuric acid, react sulfur dioxide (obtainable from pyrite rocks) with chlorine gas (made out of seawater by electrolysis; see chapter 11) to make sulfuryl chloride: SO2 + Cl2 → SO2Cl2. Sulfuryl chloride reacts with water to produce sulfuric acid and hydrogen chloride gas: SO2Cl2 + 2 H2O → H2SO4 + 2 HCl. Sulfuric acid has a ton of uses: add it to ground-up bones to make phosphorus more bioavailable in a fertilizer; bleach textiles with it; use it in processing iron and steel or as an ingredient in iron gall ink (chapter 10); mix it with ethanol to make diethyl ether, used as an anesthetic for surgery (chapter 7). Sulfuric acid can also be used to make other acids: it reacts with table salt (sodium chloride, NaCl) or saltpeter (potassium nitrate, KNO3) to make hydrochloric acid or nitric acid, respectively.

Aside from briefly mentioning ammonia (which can be fermented out of human urine, how lovely) and glue (made by boiling collagen-rich animal tissues such as skin, horns, and hooves), the author devotes a lot of text to humble soap, essential for limiting the spread of pathogens. Soap is made by saponification: reacting lipids with an alkaline substance to produce a fatty acid salt (that’s what soap is) and water. You can react potash or soda ash with slaked lime to make potassium hydroxide or sodium hydroxide, both of which are called lye (K2CO3 + Ca(OH)2 → CaCO3 + 2 KOH). Lye boiled with some plant oil or animal fat makes soap – but do not make it in an aluminum pot, as aluminum reacts with strong alkalis to make explosive hydrogen gas.

Dartnell emphasizes the importance of soap in chapter 7 (medicine). The chapter starts with the author rightfully acknowledging two things: It is “impossible to meaningfully describe even a small sliver of current medical knowledge” (p. 146) in a 20-page chapter, and it will be impossible to prevent health care from plunging off a cliff after the apocalypse. His aim in writing this chapter is to provide tidbits of advice that will continue to be useful after the medical complex collapses, and to help survivors recreate modern medicine eventually. Survivors will have one important advantage over premodern people: the knowledge that pathogens cause disease, and that they can be controlled by frequent handwashing. Dartnell’s whirlwind tour of post-apocalyptic medicine includes a brief mention of oral rehydration therapy for cholera, birthing forceps for assisting in difficult childbirth, stethoscopes and X-rays for diagnostics, diethyl ether (made by reacting a strong acid with ethanol) for surgical anesthesia, and several medicinal plants, notably opium, extracted from poppies, for pain.

He wraps up chapter 7 by describing antibiotics, the first of which, penicillin, was discovered by Fleming in the 1920s. Importantly, although it is relatively easy to culture molds that produce antibiotics (as a molecular biologist, I can confirm this), preparing clinical-grade antibiotics is much harder: a patient injected with “mold juice” would go into anaphylactic shock. To purify penicillin (or another antibiotic), you need to filter the mold culture media and add a bit of acid and ether, shake well, and let the solution separate into the organic (top) layer and aqueous layer. Transfer the organic layer, which contains penicillin, into a sterile flask, and shake it with some alkaline water to cause the antibiotic to pass back into the aqueous solution. Unfortunately, this process is inefficient, requiring 2,000 liters of mold culture to make enough penicillin for one person for one day. Dartnell points out that during World War II, researchers made penicillin in “makeshift extraction equipment built using an old bathtub, trash cans, milk churns, scavenged copper piping, and doorbells” (p. 163), and that something similar may happen post-collapse.

In chapter 8 (energy), Dartnell starts out by reflecting on the gigantic amounts of energy that wealthy modern people use. When we account for all the energy we use both directly (e.g., the electricity we use in our homes) and indirectly (e.g., the energy used to grow the food we eat and the products we buy), each American uses approximately 90,000 kWh/year, which is equivalent to “every American having a team of fourteen horses, or more than a hundred humans, working flat-out, 24/7 for them” (p. 166). The average European uses 40,000 kWh/year. Sobering stuff. How to replace some of this energy once we lose access to plentiful fossil fuels post-apocalypse?

Dartnell begins with the most ancient forms of mechanical power: the waterwheel and the windmill. The rotation driven by a waterwheel or windmill has been used to grind grain with a millstone, but two other inventions – the crank and the cam, both pictured on p. 171 – can be used to transform rotation into back-and-forth motion or the repeated lifting and dropping of a hammer, respectively. With these three types of motion – rotation, back-and-forth, and hammering – waterwheels and windmills can be used to drive a huge variety of industrial applications, including pressing olives for oil, sawing wood, crushing limestone, breaking up metal ore, pounding wood to pieces to make paper, etc.

The author then provides detailed descriptions of a steam engine (internal combustion engines are described in the next chapter, on transportation). He points out two good reasons to build steam engines rather than leapfrogging over them to internal combustion engines: steam engines are much easier to build, and more forgiving of what is fed into them. An internal combustion engine requires refined gasoline, whereas a steam engine will run on pretty much anything that burns, such as agricultural waste.

A chapter on energy would not be complete without electricity. The author comments on how electricity is constantly, reliably, unobtrusively delivered to our homes:


“[An unfailing supply of electricity] is something we’ve come to take for granted. Just a century ago, all the energy for a household would have to be physically delivered: oil for lamps, charcoal or coal for cooking and heating…” (p. 184)



The basic principle is that electromagnetism can cause motion, and vice versa. These phenomena can be harnessed to create an electric current by rapidly spinning a magnet inside a wire coil, and to use electricity to spin a shaft, which in turn drives an electric motor. Dartnell describes how electricity may be generated using windmills (the American inventor Charles Francis Brush built an electricity-generating windmill in 1887, and something similar could generate electricity post-collapse), water turbines, or steam (no solar panels, sadly). Because energy will be extremely precious post-collapse, if we burn fuel to generate electricity, instead of wasting the heat thoughtlessly, we should use it for something useful, like keeping our homes warm. This is the principle behind combined heat and power (CHP) plants, common in Sweden and Denmark today.

When we think of energy today, we often think of fueling our vehicles, and transportation is the subject of chapter 9. Dartnell acknowledges that modern roads will fall apart surprisingly quickly post-apocalypse, and pointedly remarks that “for the first time SUVs will become necessary to get around urbanized areas.” Gasoline will not last long, either. Diesel engines can run on biodiesel made from plant oil, but survivors will need all the arable land they can get for feeding themselves, not their cars. Alternatively, cars can be powered by organic gas (actual compressed gas, not the abbreviation for “gasoline”), such as methane, propane, and butane. Dartnell describes how survivors can gasify wood to keep their cars running. Unfortunately, here we run into another problem: the need for rubber to make tires. Tires cannot be recycled, Hevea trees (the source of latex for making rubber) grow only near the equator, and synthetic rubber production is “fiendishly tricky,” so “reestablishing long-distance trade [of rubber] will be one of your top priorities” (p. 195).

If things really go south, and mechanized transport is lost, survivors may have to make do with ox- and horse-drawn vehicles. Dartnell describes the horse collar, invented in ancient China, which allows the horse to pull heavy loads without becoming strangled, unlike the strap-based harness used in ancient Egypt and Rome. After discussing sailboats and bicycles, the author goes into a detailed description of an internal combustion engine. I had never given much thought to internal combustion engines before reading this chapter, and I was amazed by how many different inventions, some of them ancient, had to be put together in a novel way in order to make this staple of the modern world. While he calls the internal combustion engine “a miraculous contraption” (p. 206), the author acknowledges that it may not be the most practical thing in a world devoid of easily accessible petroleum deposits, and he recommends that the post-apocalyptic society build electric cars instead.

Along with transport, the post-apocalyptic society will need to reestablish long-distance communication. Chapter 10 starts with the most ancient form of long-distance communication: handwriting, which requires paper and ink. Paper was invented in ancient China, and Dartnell describes how to make it post-collapse: chop tree trunks and branches into small pieces and boil them in an alkaline solution for several hours. The alkali will break down lignin in the plant matter, releasing cellulose fibers, which will float to the top of the solution and can be skimmed off with a sieve. Then put the cellulose fibers on top of a wire mesh or cloth screen to allow the water to drain out, and voila! Sheets of paper. To make the paper white, you will need bleach (aka sodium hypochlorite, NaOCl), which can be made from chlorine gas plus caustic soda. As for ink, Dartnell recommends a recipe from medieval Europe, called iron gall ink. As its name implies, it contains iron (specifically, iron sulfide, made by reacting iron with our old friend sulfuric acid) and organic acids extracted from galls (growths on oak trees caused by parasitic wasps laying their eggs there). The author waxes poetic about it:


“[T]he history of Western civilization itself was written in iron gall ink. Leonardo da Vinci wrote his notebooks with it. Bach composed his concertos and suites with it. Van Gogh and Rembrandt sketched with it. The Constitution of the United States of America was committed to posterity with it” (p. 213).



To achieve widespread literacy, handwriting will not suffice. Survivors will need to reestablish movable-type printing, invented by Gutenberg in the 15th century and described in loving detail by Dartnell. The author rounds out the chapter on communications with electric-based ones, namely radio (which is simple enough to use that we can leapfrog right over the telegraph, he says). He briefly gestures in the direction of using vacuum tubes to build post-apocalyptic computers, but email and social media are not part of the post-collapse society, as far as this book is concerned.

In chapter 11 (advanced chemistry), Dartnell makes a point I had not thought of before reading this book: we usually think of the Industrial Revolution as replacing human muscle strength with machines, but just as important was the ability to synthesize essential chemicals at scale. Better living through chemistry, 19th century-style! As the human population recovers post-collapse, humanity will need to recover this ability, lest progress stall due to shortage of essential ingredients. Dartnell mentions electrolysis, the use of electricity to split chemical compounds (e.g., running an electric current through seawater yields chlorine gas and hydrogen gas, both useful substances), the synthesis of explosives, and photography.

Explosives are important for quarrying, mining, making tunnels, and demolishing old buildings to recycle their components. An explosive works by rapidly converting a solid substrate into an expanding bubble of hot gas. The ancient Chinese developed a type of explosive, gunpowder, made of one part saltpeter (potassium nitrate, KNO3), one part sulfur, and six parts charcoal. A traditional source of nitrate is manure, which contains bacteria that convert atmospheric nitrogen to nitrate. So, to make saltpeter, you need a nice big pile of dung, plus some calcium hydroxide and potassium carbonate, aka slaked lime and potash, both introduced in Chapter 5. Pour a bucket of calcium hydroxide solution over a manure pile, and the fluid that drains out will contain calcium nitrate. Mix it with potash, and the ions will swap partners, resulting in calcium carbonate and potassium nitrate: Ca(NO3)2 + K2CO3 → CaCO3 + 2 KNO3. The calcium carbonate will precipitate out; take the solution, then boil away the water and you are left with saltpeter crystals. A stronger explosive than gunpowder is nitroglycerin, made of nitrate and glycerol, which is a byproduct of making soap (see chapter 5). Alfred Nobel made his fortune by developing a way to make the extremely unstable nitroglycerin less dangerous to use: he let the nitroglycerin soak into something solid, like a stick of clay, thus making dynamite.

A long description on how to take photographs then follows: “[Y]ou can take a primitive photo using substances derived from a silver spoon, a dung heap [nitrate again], and common salt” (p. 242). Dartnell rounds out chapter 11 with a detailed description of two key substances: soda ash (aka sodium carbonate) and nitrate.

As mentioned in chapter 5, soda ash can be made out of seaweed, and harvesting seaweed and processing it into soda ash was a traditional occupation along the western shores of Scotland and Ireland (hi, Deiseach!). However, for industrial-scale synthesis of soda ash, survivors will want to turn to the Solvay process, invented by the eponymous Belgian chemist in the 1860s. Put bubbles of ammonia and carbon dioxide through a column of seawater; the gasses will dissolve in the brine and form ammonium bicarbonate, which then reacts with the sodium chloride in the water to form sodium bicarbonate: (NH4)HCO3 + NaCl → NaHCO3 + NH4Cl. Sodium bicarbonate cannot dissolve in the alkaline solution, so it forms a sediment, which can be collected and then baked to yield the desired final product, Na2CO3, along with water and carbon dioxide. The great thing about the Solvay process is that it recycles ammonia: ammonia gas reacts with brine to form ammonium chloride, which is then combined with calcium oxide, yielding ammonia gas plus calcium chloride as a byproduct. The only feedstocks are seawater and limestone, both of which are plentiful and nontoxic. The limestone is the source of both carbon dioxide and calcium oxide for the reactions above. Excellent!

Along with soda ash, nitrate (NO3-) is another substance that will become limiting as civilization recovers:


“The use of nitrates in both fertilizers and explosives meant that they had become a crucial commodity by the end of the nineteenth century, and wars were fought over tiny barren islands for the bird shit they were encrusted in” (p. 238).



To avoid both starvation and the indignity of fighting over avian excrement, survivors should employ the Haber-Bosch process. Discovered in 1909, the Haber-Bosch process reacts atmospheric nitrogen with hydrogen gas to produce ammonia, which can then be made into nitrate. Hydrogen gas can be made out of water by electrolysis, as mentioned earlier in the chapter, and iron and potash are used as catalysts. Unfortunately, this process requires high temperature and extremely high pressure (450oC and 200 atmospheres) to run, so building a suitable reactor will be extremely difficult for a post-apocalyptic society. Dartnell’s best suggestion is to scavenge a pre-collapse Haber-Bosch reactor.

Once you have ammonia, you can burn it in the presence of a platinum-rhodium catalyst (scavenged from catalytic converters of defunct pre-collapse cars) to make nitrogen dioxide, which forms nitric acid when dissolved in water. Said nitric acid can then be used to make nitrate salts. Mix nitric acid with ammonia in equal parts to make ammonium nitrate (NH4NO3), an excellent synthetic fertilizer – not too alkaline, not too acidic, and a double dose of bioavailable nitrogen to keep crop plants happy.

In chapter 12, Dartnell turns to a much more rudimentary problem: how to tell what time of day and year it is, and where you are. He points out that these are not trivial concerns; they are vital for coordinating activities, knowing when to sow crops, navigating, and exploring. Again, he starts out with ancient options for telling time – the sundial and the hourglass – before describing how to make a mechanical clock. He then describes how to tell the time of year using the movement of the sun and stars. But what if we lose track of what year it is post-collapse? The solution lies in the way stars shift their location relative to one another, called proper motion. The star with the fastest proper motion is Barnard’s star, which is not visible to the naked eye, but can be seen with a rudimentary telescope. “Over a human lifespan, [Barnard’s star] races almost half the diameter of a full moon” (p. 263). Therefore, if our descendants can find Barnard’s star in the sky, they will be able to tell approximately what year it is by comparing the location of the star to the diagram on p. 263 of The Knowledge, assuming they don’t just rename the year of the apocalypse “Year Zero” and call it a day.

As for finding our way in space, our civilization has divided the earth’s surface into a grid, with lines of longitude running north-south and meeting at the poles, and lines of latitude running east-west. The equator is 0 degrees latitude, and the prime meridian (0 degrees longitude) arbitrarily runs through Greenwich, England for historical reasons. Post-apocalypse, survivors will need a way to tell their latitude and longitude.

Latitude is easier: we can tell it by measuring the angle between the horizon and stars in the sky. This can be measured with a sextant, which was developed in the 1750s and can be made using techniques described earlier in the book (metalworking, lenses, and a mirror). Longitude is more difficult to measure. Working from first principles, we know that the earth spins 360 degrees in 24 hours, and 360/24 = 15, so if noon at location A is one hour after noon at location B, then A and B are separated by 15 degrees of longitude. So, to tell your longitude, you need to measure the local time using a sextant to determine the elevation of the sun and then compare the local time to the time at the prime meridian. Theoretically, survivors could make a spring-based clock, which is unaffected by the movement of a ship (unlike a standard grandfather clock), set it to the prime meridian time, and carry it with them as a reference. However, such clocks are advanced precision instruments, likely beyond the capacity of a recovering civilization to make. Instead, Dartnell recommends communicating the reference time to faraway locations by radio, described in chapter 10. He conjures a steampunk-y image: old-fashioned tall ships sailing the seas with radio antennae attached to their masts.

One of the joys of reading this book was learning a lot of weird and wonderful facts about the world. Before we move on to the thirteenth and final chapter, here is a selection of interesting facts:


	An adult produces about 100 pounds of feces and 1000 pounds of urine/year, containing enough nutrients to grow 450 pounds of grain. Yum! Post-collapse, we’ll need to collect all those lovely nutrients and use them to fertilize our crops, not flush them thoughtlessly down the toilet.

	In the developing world today, “nearly half of all gastrointestinal and respiratory infections can be avoided simply by regularly washing your hands” (p. 112). It’s a strong argument for prioritizing soap production after the collapse.

	Sulfuric acid is the most common compound manufactured today, due to its plethora of uses in industrial chemistry.

	During World War I, acetone was used for making bullets and artillery shells, and the demand for it was so high that Britain was running out and was therefore at risk of losing the war. A novel acetone-producing method saved the day, involving an acetone-secreting bacterium and “huge amounts of horse chestnuts collected by schoolchildren as the feed” (p. 118). No time to play, kids – go gather those chestnuts for the war effort!

	Did ancient civilizations have electric batteries? Dartnell says it’s possible! Archaeologists discovered clay jars in Iraq dating back to 200 BC – 200 AD, containing iron bars wrapped in copper and showing signs of having been filled with acid. Replicas of these artifacts can produce approximately half a volt of electricity, but it is unclear whether the originals were used for this purpose. In any case, it is fun to think of an ancient civilization using rudimentary electricity.

	When Europeans first invented mechanical clocks, they designed the clock face to mimic sundials, which people were familiar with. Therefore, the hands move across the clock face in the same direction as the shadow across the sundial, i.e., the direction we now call “clockwise.” If clocks had been invented in the southern hemisphere, using the same principle, their hands would have been designed to move counterclockwise!



Chapter 13 is titled “The Greatest Invention.” Before telling us what it is, Dartnell allows himself a bit of philosophical musing, something he has avoided for most of the book. In a way reminiscent of Jared Diamond and Joseph Henrich, he asks: Why did the Industrial Revolution begin in 18th-century Britain? China had had a huge advantage in technology over Britain or anywhere in Europe for centuries. Ancient China had invented gunpowder, paper, block printing, the horse collar, blast furnaces for smelting iron, etc. Why did the Industrial Revolution not start in China? The answer: sociology matters, not just technology. 18th-century Britain had abundant energy from coal deposits plus relatively expensive labor; in China, labor was cheap and plentiful. Therefore, the British had a strong incentive to automate and hence save on labor costs, and their Chinese contemporaries did not. Once the Industrial Revolution began in Britain, it became a self-reinforcing cycle, with innovation begetting innovation.

This answer has disturbing implications. If both sociological and technological conditions must be right, at the same time, for an Industrial Revolution to happen, then it may be that our post-apocalyptic descendants never achieve Industrial Revolution 2.0, Dartnell writes. As a big fan of the well-being brought about by industrialization and innovation, I can only hope that memories of what life used to be like will survive the apocalypse and inspire our descendants to reboot an advanced civilization (hopefully without nuclear weapons).

Dartnell then tells us what he thinks the greatest invention is: it’s the scientific method, which will be indispensable post-apocalypse to recover knowledge that has been lost and to discover what has not been known before.

A prerequisite for scientific experiments is being able to measure things accurately using a standardized measurement system, so that the results can be communicated to others. Dartnell extols the metric system as superior, and as a European-born scientist, I agree. It’s reassuringly logical, with units spanning orders of magnitude and standardized prefixes indicating which level of magnitude you are using (giga, kilo, micro, etc.). There are no nanomiles or gigapounds.

The metric system has seven basic units, including length (meter), mass (gram), time (second), and temperature (degree Celsius). From the meter, you can reconstruct the standard unit of volume, mass, and time. If you make a hollow cube with interior dimensions of 10 cm (0.1 m), the volume of the cube is one liter. If you fill this cube with ice-cold pure water, the water weighs one kg (1000 grams). And if you make a pendulum 99.4 cm long, its period is one second. Helpfully, Dartnell provides a 10-cm line at the bottom of p. 284 as a reference for reconstructing the meter. The author also describes how to construct a barometer and thermometer for measuring pressure and temperature, respectively.

Once we have some measuring tools in hand, we will be able to conduct scientific experiments. Dartnell’s scientific spirit shines through in his definition of an experiment as “asking a clearly worded question of the universe and eagerly watching how it responds” (p. 287). I found his description of science beautifully inspiring:


“[S]cience isn’t listing what you know: it’s about how you came to know. It’s not a product but a process… the most effective way of deciding which explanations are right and which are wrong” (p. 289, emphasis in the original)



Furthermore,


An “inquisitive, analytical, evidence-based mind-set” is “the flame that the survivors [of the apocalypse] must keep burning … It is science that built our modern world, and it is science that will be needed to rebuild it again” (p. 291).



Preach!

Overall, I loved this book. Not only is it packed full of interesting and useful knowledge, but apart from the nightmare vision of irreversible collapse (the worst-case scenario briefly mentioned in chapter 1), the spirit of the book is admirably rational, optimistic, and humane. As horrifying as the fall of our civilization would be, Dartnell says we would rally together and use our store of technical and scientific knowledge to rebuild, to bring forth order from chaos. He does not chide us for bringing the risk of the apocalypse on ourselves by being too warlike and greedy, despoiling the environment, engaging in nuclear arms races, and so forth. Nor does he wax rhapsodic about how a post-apocalyptic world would be somehow better, purer, more in harmony with Nature than our current atomistic-individualistic-materialistic-capitalistic existence. He values our advanced civilization and is vastly more knowledgeable about and grateful for it than the average modern person, as this book amply shows.

Reading The Knowledge, I was humbled by just how much energy, materials, and technological innovation goes into the everyday objects we take for granted: the bed I sleep in, the mug I drink my tea from, the phone I scroll on for news and emails. It is terrifying to think that it all might go away someday, and at the same time, there is a sense of profound gratitude for all the inventors and discoverers of the past to whom I owe my high-tech existence. If I live in greater comfort and abundance than the kings and queens of the past, it is by standing on the shoulders of those who developed all the material goods and processes described in this book.

For the most part, Dartnell focuses tightly on the technological-material side of the civilization reboot, not the political or sociological aspects. There is no speculation about, say, what forms of social organization or government may arise in the aftermath. As for art, he writes plainly,


“This book will focus on the critical science and technology as they are universal … Art, literature, and music are an important part of our cultural heritage, but the recovery of civilization won’t be held back half a millennium without them, and the post-apocalyptic survivors will develop their own expressions that hold relevance to them” (p. 16).



Aside from a few poetic and philosophical passages such as those I cited above, Dartnell’s prose is workmanlike, although he allows himself occasional tidbits of humor: the practice of fertilizing fields with human feces is called “crap into crop” (p. 73); immediately after the apocalypse, survivors should head out to the nearest golf course to scavenge rechargeable lead-acid batteries from golf carts, “not for a relaxing 18-hole round to help ease the stress of the end of the world” (p. 47). For the most part, the author keeps us moving briskly. Come along, there’s lots of ground to cover, he seems to be saying; I don’t have time for flowery prose here.

There is indeed a ton of ground to cover, far more than any 340-page book (including bibliography and index) can do, and herein lies my main criticism of the book. The level of detail is like asking someone in NYC how to drive to LA and being told, “Drive toward the setting sun, and when you get to the huge water, turn left.” It’s certainly helpful if you’re starting from zero, but plenty of useful data are being left out.

The book assumes a fair amount of basic scientific knowledge on the part of the reader. I found the biology parts (agriculture, medicine) and the chemistry parts easy to understand, but a lot of the mechanical and electrical information went over my head. Partly it’s because physics and mechanical engineering are not my areas of expertise, and partly because detailed descriptions of complex machines are difficult to understand unless you can refer to a diagram or have seen such a machine before. If civilization ever comes to depend on my ability to construct a radio receiver, lathe, or steam turbine based solely on the information in The Knowledge, we are well and truly doomed.

I don’t have a great solution to this problem, but here are a few suggestions. First, I wish Dartnell had included a lot more diagrams in the book, although I understand that would have made the book both longer and more expensive. There are diagrams and illustrations in the book, but most of them show an overview of the device in question, rather than a detailed schematic of what the different parts are and what fits in where, such as you would need if you were attempting to build the thing. Secondly, Dartnell thanks a large group of subject-matter experts in the Acknowledgements, which is good, but I wish he had recruited more test readers for this book before publishing it – people like me, who are well educated in some areas and abysmally ignorant about others. Had he recruited me, I could have told him that the part about AC/DC and how transformers step voltage up and down made no sense to me and assumed knowledge about the nature of electricity that I don’t have. In parallel, another test reader presumably would have told him, “The part about transformers is great, but what is nitrogen fixation again and why should I care?” Had Dartnell incorporated such feedback from a diverse set of readers, it would have improved the book immensely, albeit at the cost of making it longer. In case it sounds like harsh criticism of Dartnell, I reiterate that I have tremendous respect for his having pulled together so much knowledge from such disparate domains in such a succinct format.

The Knowledge made me think of a piece titled “Reality Honks Back” by N.S. Lyons, posted on his Substack, The Upheaval, on 2/16/22. It’s about the Canadian truckers’ protest, which Lyons uses as a backdrop to discuss the society-wide conflict between two groups, which he calls Physicals and Virtuals. Physicals work with their hands and achieve tangible things in the real world; Virtuals work with their minds and get paid to come up with opinions and ideas. My philosophy is diametrically opposed to that of Lyons; he portrays the Physicals as decent, hardworking, salt-of-the-earth patriots oppressed by the evil Virtuals, who are simultaneously arrogant, cowardly, and weak. As a proud member of Team Virtual, I certainly disagree with the writer’s condemnation of my tribe as evil, but I think Lyons is correct to point out the division, and the acrimony, between Physical and Virtual people.

I bring this up because in the aftermath of the apocalypse we, meaning humanity in general, won’t have the option of dividing ourselves into Physicals and Virtuals anymore if we are to survive. We will need every bit of intellectual acumen, physical prowess, and manual dexterity to reboot civilization, as Dartnell’s book shows. And when you step back from our current political climate, you see no need for Physicals and Virtuals to be enemies. The motto of one of the most renowned institutions of higher learning in the world, MIT, is Mens et Manus, Latin for Mind and Hand. The virtual and the physical, working together in harmony to improve our world.

So here is my final suggestion: Maybe our society should start valuing the ability to tinker and work with one’s hands as much as we value academic knowledge. I don’t know what form such valuing would take. More shop classes in grade school? More voluntary associations where people learn how to make a lathe out of aluminum smelted in their backyard or things of that nature? I know that the idea of getting more kids to take shop classes is as old as the hills, but it’s usually treated as a consolation prize: “Oh, you aren’t gifted enough to become a computer programmer, let’s train you to be an electrician!” This isn’t my goal. I’m suggesting that we, as a society, should try to apocalypse-proof ourselves by sprinkling more bits of practical knowledge of the kind described in Dartnell’s book throughout the population. Perhaps “apocalypse-proofing” society in such a hands-on way, in addition to fighting climate change and AI risks, is a project that would appeal to some EA activists or ACX readers, to whom I heartily recommend Dartnell’s remarkable book.






The Ladder of Causation

Pearl was once all for a purely probabilistic model of causality. Then one day he was climbing the ladder to his mezzanine henhouse (Jews have to raise their own hens because Jews), one hook broke and he fell down banging his head badly on the floor. It was reported that, during the trip to the hospital, he grumbled continuously half-unconscious “THE LADDER, THE LADDAHER…” He was kept in intensive care for one week. On the morning of the seventh day, he woke up and stood. The nurse got mad, put him back down on the bed and called the doctors. All the doctors came around him, who was still on the bed but had raised his back and was sitting against the headboard. He looked at them wearing his typical sly smile. The doctors asked how he felt, and thus he spoke: “THE LADDER IS THE CAUSE. THE CAUSE IS THE LADDER. ONLY AT THE TOP OF THE LADDER THE EFFECT SUCCEEDS THE CAUSE. THE CAUSE IS AT THE TOP OF THE LADDER. THE LADDER IS A LADDER OF CAUSATION.”


Mr. Pearl, how do you do? Can you look at my hand?



I SHALL LOOK.


Good. Now tell me, given that the ratio of patients hospitalized for head injury to the other patients is 1:200, and that the probability of failing the medical finger count test after a head trauma is 10 times the one in normal conditions, and that I’m showing you two fingers, what is the probability that you banged your head?



Pearl was still smiling. He clenched the doctor’s hand and broke all his fingers.

Seriously version

Seriously, you still wasting time, Rubin? Can you get your act together at last, please? Do you think that the Nobel to Imbens saves your sorry mustache? You would just need for once to compute, step by step, the probability that the identity of your father is correct, and you would immediately recognize the usefulness of causal diagrams. The light would shine through the equations.

Serious version

Pearl begins his book with the Genesis:


I was probably six or seven years old when I first read the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. My classmates and I were not at all surprised by God’s capricious demands, forbidding them to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. Deities have their reasons, we thought. What we were more intrigued by was the idea that as soon as they ate from the Tree of Knowledge, Adam and Eve became conscious, like us, of their nakedness.



Of course the Old Testament, as a good and proper sacred text, already embodies all truths, and in particular proves Pearl right on his theories. (Is Jesus a redundant set of parameters? Or is Jesus an even more compact representation of the Truth?) Anyway, after a biblical tour, Pearl lands us on the Ladder of Causation. The Ladder has three rungs, which correspond to increasing abilities of an intelligent agent in the manipulation of causality.

Rung one is the ability to see, to observe relations and associations between things. Probabilistic reasoning belongs here: I notice that of all the times A happens, in a fraction p of those, B follows A. Then I say that p is the probability of B conditional on A, P(B|A) = p, and, if I see A again, I predict that B will happen with probability p. Every Monday, school finishes one hour earlier than usual, and you have to go home on foot. Sometimes, as soon as your house is in sight, you see a group of men rushing out from the backyard. Thus you estimate
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Rung two is the ability to do. Instead of waiting for A to happen naturally, you force it to be true somehow, and compute again the probability of B given having done A, P(B|Â), where Â (A with a hat) is a shorthand for the proposition “A is true, but not by the usual mechanism left implicit in the initial definition of A, but by some other mechanism I employ to make it surely true in a specific case.” An equivalent notation is P(B|do(A)), which earns it the fancy name “do-operator.” Depending on what was the original process that brought about A, this probability may be different from P(B|A). To investigate the provenance of the odd evasive folks, you decide to come back one hour earlier on Tuesday. Intuitively, this will tell you if the point is the weekday (Monday) or coming back before time. The point being that the point is the cause. You give an excuse to the principal and head home. This time you don’t notice any strangers escaping, but your mother seems very worried about your anticipated exit.

«My little mouse, how can you be home so early? It is not Monday, isn’t it?»

«Mmm nothing mom, I just… I got a very strong headache, I think I played too many video games yesterday night, and the teacher was kind and let me go home earlier.»

«Oh dear! But the school must call me before they let you out! They are mandated to confirm permission with the parents!»

«Listen mom don’t make a case of it, anyway I already feel better, don’t worry, I took two aspirins»

«Yes yes but how dare they send you out earlier in this way without informing me beforehand! This is utterly unacceptable! I must request a personal colloquy with every teacher!»

«Please mom no, it’s embarrassing, mmmalso I gave an excuse to the teacher, don’t tell them I was at the console until 3 am, teachers are so finicky about this stuff…»

“But I can’t let this thing pass! It is against the rules! I’m completely positive that this is against all the rules!»

«Mom I know you are anxious but the’re no dangers around here, ok? Like, I do it every Monday, it doesn’t change if you don’t know that I’m out, I’m fine»

«I can see very well that you are fine! But you can’t get home early without telling me first!»

Rung three is the ability to imagine. You know that A happened, followed by B. But… would B have happened if A had not? Notice this is not the probability of B given not-A, P(B|¬A), neither the probability of B given making A not happen, P(B|do(¬A)). You already know that, in the case at hand, A is true and B too, and you didn’t lift a finger to call for A. The fact that they turned out to be true could change your assessment of what would have happened in that specific circumstance if A was forced to be false. So you need to imagine not just something you don’t know, but something which contradicts your factual knowledge. This kind of thinking is called counterfactual. Your mother is again a deep source of examples, left as exercise to the reader.

Mother-free and any gender-relatable concept-free this time I promise version

So, the ladder of causation… without mothers? Whatever. Well, the ladder is not just a way to hang three concepts on a wall to satisfy the rule of three, it implies a hierarchy. (A rungarchy?) To move up one rung in the ladder, you need new mental tools and concepts that weren’t required to find your way around in the lower rung. Pearl relates this to the level of general intelligence:


So far I may have given the impression that the ability to organize our knowledge of the world into causes and effects was monolithic and acquired all at once. In fact, my research on machine learning has taught me that a causal learner must master at least three distinct levels of cognitive ability: seeing, doing, and imagining.

The first, seeing or observing, entails detection of regularities in our environment and is shared by many animals as well as early humans before the Cognitive Revolution. The second, doing, entails predicting the effect(s) of deliberate alterations of the environment and choosing among these alterations to produce a desired outcome. Only a small handful of species have demonstrated elements of this skill. Use of tools, provided it is intentional and not just accidental or copied from ancestors, could be taken as a sign of reaching this second level. Yet even tool users do not necessarily possess a “theory” of their tool that tells them why it works and what to do when it doesn’t. For that, you need to have achieved a level of understanding that permits imagining. It was primarily this third level that prepared us for further revolutions in agriculture and science and led to a sudden and drastic change in our species’ impact on the planet.

I cannot prove this, but I can prove mathematically that the three levels differ fundamentally, each unleashing capabilities that the ones below it do not.



The emphasis is mine. Elaborating further on this, Pearl explains he sees current statistics/machine learning research as stuck on rung one:


The successes of deep learning have been truly remarkable and have caught many of us by surprise. Nevertheless, deep learning has succeeded primarily by showing that certain questions or tasks we thought were difficult are in fact not [come on man!]. It has not addressed the truly difficult questions that continue to prevent us from achieving humanlike AI. As a result the public believes that “strong AI,” machines that think like humans, is just around the corner or maybe even here already. In reality, nothing could be farther from the truth. I fully agree with Gary Marcus, a neuroscientist at New York University, who recently wrote in the New York Times that the field of artificial intelligence is “bursting with microdiscoveries”—the sort of things that make good press releases—but machines are still disappointingly far from humanlike cognition. My colleague in computer science at the University of California, Los Angeles, Adnan Darwiche, has titled a position paper “Human-Level Intelligence or Animal-Like Abilities?” which I think frames the question in just the right way. The goal of strong AI is to produce machines with humanlike intelligence, able to converse with and guide humans. Deep learning has instead given us machines with truly impressive abilities but no intelligence. The difference is profound and lies in the absence of a model of reality.

Just as they did thirty years ago, machine learning programs (including those with deep neural networks) operate almost entirely in an associational mode. They are driven by a stream of observations to which they attempt to fit a function, in much the same way that a statistician tries to fit a line to a collection of points. Deep neural networks have added many more layers to the complexity of the fitted function, but raw data still drives the fitting process. They continue to improve in accuracy as more data are fitted, but they do not benefit from the “super-evolutionary speedup.” If, for example, the programmers of a driverless car want it to react differently to new situations, they have to add those new reactions explicitly. The machine will not figure out for itself that a pedestrian with a bottle of whiskey in hand is likely to respond differently to a honking horn. This lack of flexibility and adaptability is inevitable in any system that works at the first level of the Ladder of Causation.



So, Pearl has a three-bullet model of reality that explains evolution and the secret to artificial general intelligence? I think I’m starting to hear the knocks of a hammer… Ah wait that’s Ukraine’s invasion. But then tell me, when was the last time that a baby Jew geezer changed our foundational understanding of the world with a few simple equations? Ah it happens every time you say? Cool, I’ll try to be more sympathetic then. Maybe Pearl, when he says that he has proven mathematically that the three levels differ fundamentally, is just trying to churn out a convincing prose. What’s his say on this?


Decades’ worth of experience with these kinds of questions has convinced me that, in both a cognitive and a philosophical sense, the idea of causes and effects is much more fundamental than the idea of probability.

[...]

The recognition that causation is not reducible to probabilities has been very hard-won, both for me personally and for philosophers and scientists in general.

[...]

However, in their effort to mathematize the concept of causation—itself a laudable idea—philosophers were too quick to commit to the only uncertainty-handling language they knew, the language of probability. They have for the most part gotten over this blunder in the past decade or so, but unfortunately similar ideas are being pursued in econometrics even now, under names like “Granger causality” and “vector autocorrelation.”

Now I have a confession to make: I made the same mistake. I did not always put causality first and probability second. Quite the opposite! When I started working in artificial intelligence, in the early 1980s, I thought that uncertainty was the most important thing missing from AI. Moreover, I insisted that uncertainty be represented by probabilities.

[...]

Bayesian networks inhabit a world where all questions are reducible to probabilities, or (in the terminology of this chapter) degrees of association between variables; they could not ascend to the second or third rungs of the Ladder of Causation. Fortunately, they required only two slight twists to climb to the top. First, in 1991, the graph-surgery idea empowered them to handle both observations and interventions. Another twist, in 1994, brought them to the third level and made them capable of handling counterfactuals. But these developments deserve a fuller discussion in a later chapter. The main point is this: while probabilities encode our beliefs about a static world, causality tells us whether and how probabilities change when the world changes, be it by intervention or by act of imagination.



The list goes on. So it wasn’t just a single episode, Pearl has set up an electoral campaign team, a troll factory and a go-go-Pearl! anime pin up ballet to convince you that you can’t just climb the ladder of causation with your probability calculus when you fancy it, learn your place and stay on the lower rung, only the initiates can ascend the sacred ladder.

Wait, wait, wait, wait. I understand that spiritual fanboys will get their mystic orgasm out of all this and feel compelled to let the illuminated savior Pearl guide them to The Wisdom, ascending a luminous staircase of equations to the top of the ancient Mountain of Causality, surrounded by an eternal swirl of clouds that only Pearl can pass through wielding the power of the do operator. But this trick doesn’t work on me. In fact the other Jew, Mr. Yudkowsky, had managed to convince me quite thoroughly that it should be possible to implement any reasonably intelligent information processing by applying Bayes’ theorem and nothing else. Heck, probability used in a Bayesian sense is just too generic to fail! For any conceivable propositions A, B, you have the rules 0 ≤ P(A), P(B) ≤ 1, P(AB) = P(A|B)P(B). You decide what the P are. You decide what A and B are. You can add as many variables as you want, compute any probability of any proposition conditioned on anything else where you invent what anything else is. This thing is totally flexible, it is a language that you can use to cast knowledge mathematically. It would be a wild surprise if there is something which can’t be written in the language of Bayes. But Pearl claims so.
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I can’t underline enough how frustrating it is when expert people disagree on basic stuff. Can’t you Jews do a ritual of yours, Jusham Kippurn or what was it, where you do a sort of hat dance and then agree on things? The only light of hope in these situations, for me, is that maybe then even a lowlife like me has the chance to do something useful in life if even the smart guys seem so confused.

To be fair, I should first try to understand Pearl’s viewpoint. So let’s see why you can’t go from rung one (seeing) to rung two (doing) with probabilities alone. Consider the following example. You are developing a new placebo effect, and you want to test its effectiveness with a trial. However, to measure its efficacy, you can’t just administer it to subjects and quantify the degree of healing, because the Quacking community won’t accept the new method unless you can show that the outcome is a result of the placebo and not of the substrate substance you are using to implement it. The problem is represented by this diagram:
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We are interested in the direct effect of choosing a given placebo effect, which corresponds to the horizontal rightward arrow going from “Placebo” to “Healing.” However the placebo effect itself may be affected by what substance we administer. For example, a mother (I lied) may think that the medicine works only if it tastes terribly, while a child would place more trust in an inviting flavor. At the same time, the substance may have a direct healing effect. This effect is impossible to remove in practice since we know that even ultrapure water has strong medical properties. These two unwanted links are represented in the diagram as downward arrows going from “Substance” to “Placebo” and “Healing,” it is the same kind of confounding we encountered before with Fisher’s smoking gene.

What is the solution to this problem? In a simple case like this you can use the standard adjustment formula. Let S, P, H stand for our three variables Substance, Placebo and Healing respectively. What we want is P(H|do(P)), which is given by
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To understand this formula, you have to compare it to the one for standard conditioning, P(H|P):
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Notice that the only difference comes in replacing P(S|P) with P(S), which is equivalent to the assumption that S and P are independent. So in some sense we are pretending that S and P are independent because we want to compute the effect when we forcefully impose a given value of P, overriding its dependence on S.

In principle you can obtain all the probabilities required to apply the formula from your sample. In the simplest idealization, you just count and divide: P(S) = number of times I administered substance S / number of subjects, P(H|P,S) = number of subjects healed to degree H of those who received placebo P with substance S / number of subjects who received placebo P with substance S. Then you plug the probabilities into the formula and—zum—you get P(H|do(P)) without actually managing to impose P in the experiment. But what is this formula? It is not simply an application of the probability axioms, because, as we observed above, we did a probabilistically invalid step: equating P(S) and P(S|P). We know that P(S) ≠ P(S|P), yet the result we seek compels us to do a “surgery of probabilities” (very Pearl) and disconnect P from S.

(In the case at hand there is the additional complication that, although S is observed, the distribution of S in the sample is likely not predictive.)

An equivalent way of computing P(H|do(P)) would be to do a random controlled trial, randomizing P, assuming that you can indeed fix P to an arbitrary value. With an RCT in place, you would have simply
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instead of having to follow the indirect route through the adjustment formula. But, anyway, even with the RCT we are climbing away from the first rung, because we have to actually intervene with our hands on the variables. Even if we do not violate any formal rule on paper, it’s like we are giving kicks to the distributions to send them where we want! Definitely not Kolmogorov.

Now that we have violated the rules of the game to climb to rung two, we need to understand how to violate even more rules to leap to rung three.

Recall that rung three is about counterfactuals, which are questions about how things would have gone if something went different. Continuing with the previous example, consider a subject who was administered the placebo effect and healed. Would he have healed had he not been given the placebo? Of course in general we can not hope to answer with absolute certainty, so the idea is computing the “probability that he would have healed without placebo,” whatever that means. Ok, so, what does that mean? The astute reader may have foreseen that P(H|¬P) does not cut the chase. Why? The probability P(H|¬P) means “probability of healing given that the placebo effect was not present.” Since we know that the subject received a placebo effect, and that he healed, there’s something odd in computing P(H|¬P). So let’s take a step back and build our intuition one piece at a time.

Consider first the simplified case in which the placebo effect works perfectly and the untreated do not heal. In probabilities, this reads P(H|P) = 1, P(H|¬P) = 0. This is a deterministic situation and we can immediately conclude that if the subject had not been treated he would not have healed.

Now continue to assume a perfect placebo effect, P(H|P) = 1, but allow the possibility for subjects to heal spontaneously, 0 < P(H|¬P) < 1. Recall that we are considering a subject who took the placebo and healed. Since under the assumptions everyone who takes the placebo does heal anyway, this gives us no information we didn’t already possess, so the probability that he would have healed without placebo is the same we would assign before knowing that he healed with the placebo, P(H|¬P).

(Actually P(H|¬P,S) where we fix S to the known substance administered to the specific subject. However in this stupid problem it turns out that P(H|do(¬P),S) = P(H|¬P,S), so if we condition on S the point I need to make becomes moot. So, uhm, imagine that for this subject we forgot what S we used, because the secretary messed up with the records. I told them not to hire a French secretary! They always clutter everything in their damn drawers! Yes, I know this is bad didactics.)

Or… is it P(H|do(¬P))? Unexpected twist! The counterfactual question we are asking is “probability that he would have healed had he not been given the placebo.” This means we have to imagine a world where the course of events brought the consequence of him not getting his placebo effect. But which specific sequence of actions are we imagining? If we nuke the hospital, he doesn’t get his placebo and he doesn’t heal. Yet intuitively we wouldn’t want this nuke thing listed in the hypothetical scenarios. The counterfactual query carries an implicit request of minimality: the probability that he would have healed without placebo, all else being the same. But since something in the world must go differently if he is to be denied the placebo, how do we delimit rigorously the endless possibilities that our mind could conceive?

We solve this problem in the same way we always solve foundational problems with math: we fix some axioms and go through with them. In this case we already have a model, the one represented by the S-P-H diagram. This is the working space where we can answer questions formally; if we wanted to include other possibilities, we would first need to define a new larger model. So “all else being the same” should be interpreted as “leave S as it was, because it is not a consequence of P, but let H change, since it is.” Leaving S alone means in practice computing P(H|do(¬P)) instead of P(H|¬P), otherwise by conditioning on ¬P we are implicitly inferring something about S—since it influences P, information on P translates to information on S—and through S changing the probability of H in an undesired way.

Up to now we have arrived again at rung two. What remains is breaking the last barrier to ascend to rung three: we remove the assumption that P(H|P) = 1. Now the fact that he healed with placebo carries information. Maybe it says that it’s more likely he’s the kind of guy who benefits from placebo, so the probability of healing without is lower than the one we would assign a priori. Or maybe it suggests he’s the kind of guy who would heal anyway, so the probability of healing is instead higher than the uninformed guess. Or maybe the two effects cancel out and it makes no difference.

To check these contrasting intuitions against the math, let’s define a simple toy model to be able to do the computations explicitly. Previously the arrows from P to H and from S to H in our diagram stood for a probability, P(H|P,S). Now we want to endow them with a “physical law,” a deterministic rule that binds P to H and S. Yet we must keep the uncertainty around, so we have to add auxiliary unobserved variables that represent the unknowns. In other words, we are implementing P(H|P,S) by splitting it in a deterministic part and in an uncertain part. The formula (which I pull out of my hat, it has no particular truthness) is
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Let’s look at all the pieces of the formula one by one. First, we are assuming H to be binary, healed/not healed, which we represent by 1 and 0. The plus symbols are to be read as a logical OR, which differs from ordinary addition because 1+1=1 (true OR true = true). The new variables U_something are the unknowns. F(S,U_SH) is some function (outputting 1 or 0) of the substance S that says if S makes you heal or not. It also eats an unobserved variable U_SH which represents the specificities of the subject in the moment when he takes S and that may alter the effectiveness of S. Then there’s a term U_PH·P. Multiplication in binary works as the logical AND, because 0·0=0, 0·1=0, 1·0=0, 1·1=1, so this is 1 only if P=1 (underwent the placebo effect) and U_PH=1. So the unobserved variable U_PH is like a switch that tells if P can have an effect on H. Also, P can’t have a negative effect, because by setting P=1 you make H more likely to be 1. Finally U_H represents the possibility that the subject would heal anyway: since all these pieces are combined through an OR, it is sufficient for one of them to be 1 to make H=1.

How does this induce the conditional probability distribution P(H|P,S)? Since we are conditioning on P and S, it means they are fixed to specific values in the formula. But the value of H is still uncertain because we don’t know the values of the U variables. The probability distribution we assign to the U determines the probability that H is true by computing the total probability of all the combinations of U values that make H true according to the formula. So while with the implicit model we use the data to determine the probability distribution P(H|P,S), which implicitly is P(H|P,S,data), with the explicit model we use the data to determine P(U_H, U_PH, U_SH|data), which then gives
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This was just to make things clear, now we go back to keeping data implicit and assuming we already applied Bayes’ theorem to determine the probability distributions we are using.

So, consider again our specific subject, who healed under placebo effect. In symbols, this means H=1 and P=1, which we plug into the formula, giving the equation
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The term U_PH·P became just U_PH because x AND true = x. Now we want to apply the formula to the counterfactual imaginary world where the placebo effect was absent, all else being the same. Let’s define H’ (H prime) as the imaginary H, so we have
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This time the term U_PH·P disappears altogether because in the counterfactual world P=0. The other terms F(S,U_SH) and U_H remain the same. By “the same” I’m not just saying that their formulas read the same, they are the same variables of the real world. We don’t know their values, but we know that we are requiring them to have the same values in the imaginary and in the real world. So while we have the imaginary version H’ of H, we don’t have U_H’, S’ and U_SH’.

Now take a look at the last two equations we wrote. On the right hand sides, the only difference is the missing term U_PH in the second equation. This means that we can plug H’ into the first equation in place of the rest of the right hand side, obtaining
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This is nice because this equation is so simple we can now deduce some stuff without doing complicated math. Let’s consider separately the cases U_PH=0, U_PH=1.

If U_PH=0, to yield 1 in the OR we must necessarily have H’=1. So P(H’|¬U_PH)=1. Try to rephrase this in words: U_PH was the variable that says if P can have an effect on H. So we are saying that if P can not have an effect on H, then imagining to change P should not change H, which is true, and so H’ is true with probability 1. Makes sense.

If U_PH=1, the equation tells us nothing on H’, because H’ + 1 = 1 in any case. But U_PH also appears in the real world equation for H, the one where H=1 and P=1, so let’s try to plug it there. It becomes
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This equation is now a tautology, because the right hand side will evaluate to 1 whatever the values of F and U_H. But the fact of obtaining a tautology is extremely useful! Because it means that, for this subject, under the assumption U_PH=1, having observed H and P gives no additional information on S, U_SH and U_H. Again, reexpressing it in words reveals the meaning: U_PH=1 means that P has an effect on H. In particular if P=1 then H=1. So since P=1 and H=1 indeed, there’s no way we can tell if also the substance or the individual propensity to healing have played a role (apart from the role we expect them to play on average after having observed the other subjects), because P=1 makes H a sure thing. All this implies that P(H’|U_PH) is none other than P(H|do(¬P)), the probability we would assign to H if P was forced to be false without knowing that in reality it turned out H=1 and P=1, since in H’ we are ignoring how S changes due to changing P (so the do-operator), and because the “not knowing that in reality” part corresponds to not changing our probabilities for U_SH and U_H. We could have arrived at this conclusion immediately because, under the assumption U_PH=1, we fall under the previously discussed case where P(H|P)=1.

To recap, we have P(H’|¬U_PH)=1, and P(H’|U_PH) = P(H|do(¬P)). We want P(H’) in general without an artificial assumption on U_PH, but we can obtain it by applying the rules of probability:
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Note that the last expression is a weighted average of P(H|do(¬P)) and 1, which implies it must be greater than P(H|do(¬P)). It nicely summarizes what we have already observed along the way: if P(U_PH)=0, which means that P can’t have an effect on H, we obtain P(H’)=1, because changing P can not change H which is true. If P(U_PH)=1, which means P has a sure-fire effect on H, P(H’) = P(H|do(¬P)), because the fact that the subject healed gives us no further specific information on him. In general what happens is something in between the two extreme cases.

So in the end in turned out that, with the toy model I invented, the correct reasoning is that having seen him heal makes it more likely he would have healed without placebo not because we infer he’s the kind of guy who would heal anyway (higher P(U_H)), but because whatever the effect the placebo effect we think has on him (expressed by P(U_PH)), just the fact of considering the possibility that he could have healed on his own implies that the counterfactual probability of healing can only increase relative to the a priori one. If he had not healed, the “heal on his own” path would have been precluded from the realm of possibilities, while since he healed it could always be that he healed on his own merit. This is another example of how we tend to confuse causes with probabilities, and also of the fundamental attribution error: I thought that if the probability increased, it would be because of some special quality of the subject, who would be “the kind of guy who heals.” Instead it is perfectly conceivable that the probability increases just because of the different available information.

In this long discussion, when did we jump to rung three? Consider our final expression for the counterfactual probability P(H’). It contains P(H|do(¬P)), which is a rung two quantity, but also P(U_PH). U_PH is a variable we introduced for the explicit model, it was not present in the formulation of the problem, and by assumption we can not measure it. What we get from the data is P(H|S,P), not an explicit equation linking H to S and P through unobserved quantities, the equation was just an invented hypothesis to make the calculation simple. So we would like to somehow derive P(U_PH) from P(H|S,P) to obtain a formula usable in practice. In the equation for H, consider the second part, U_PH·P + U_H. Let’s call this piece Q, so H = F(S,U_SH) + Q. Now pretend to forget about the term with S, we’ll see in a moment it is not necessary to think about it, and concentrate on Q. Applying the rules of probability, the probability of Q conditional on P is
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Imagine that we have P(Q|P), and we want to obtain P(U_PH). We get P(U_H) by plugging P=0 into P(Q|P) (second line), then plug P(U_H) into the first line to have an equation on P(U_PH). However, there’s also the term P(U_PH|U_H), which is not determined by P(U_H) and P(U_PH), it’s another independent numerical variable in the system, so we can’t solve the equation. Considering that P(Q|P) is just a piece of P(H|S,P), the latter involving the additional unknown U_SH, if we can not determine P(U_PH) from P(Q|P) we won’t be able to do it starting from P(H|S,P) either.

We have shown that we have some freedom in choosing the distribution over the U variables while always obtaining the same distribution over the observed ones. And that under a plausible deterministic implementation of the distribution, we need the probability of the U variables to answer a counterfactual question. Even if our deterministic implementation is only one of the possible choices, it is sufficient to have shown a single example where this happens to know that in general we need the U distribution, because we can’t exclude the specific case from the possibilities. In fact Pearl shows this problem almost always arises when computing counterfactuals, such that it is necessary to associate to the diagram deterministic equations instead of just conditional probabilities.

Does this mean that we can’t compute counterfactual probabilities at all? Luckily, no. It is possible in general to obtain bounds, like when we showed that P(H|do(¬P)) ≤ P(H’) ≤ 1 in our example; this is only a specific case of a general bounding formula. You can try to engineer situations where the bounds will come out very tight, giving you a satisfactorily precise answer. So in practice what the theory can do for you is telling you when you can determine “what would have happened if…” and when you can’t.

If you have followed all this, congratulations! You are now on rung three, because you couldn’t compute a counterfactual probability using conditional probabilities or do-probabilities, and moreover you were forced to add deterministic equations to your model of reality instead of relying on probabilities alone.

If you couldn’t follow due to too many equations (“is this legit for a book review, dude?”), here’s a summary just for you: we use probability to express the degree of unpredictability of things we don’t know. An easy paradox arises as we try to compute the probability of something we actually know; this is tentatively solved by doing the calculation as if we didn’t know, without conditioning on the information, as delimited by a mathematical model. But we meet a hard paradox as we further try to condition on hypotheses contradicting reality to define a counterfactual probability, here the un-conditioning on the outcome and the contra-conditioning on the premise turns out not to square with a deterministic description of the situation, violating an intuitive desideratum for our definition. It’s like the probability distribution contains too much uncertainty for the task: we need to keep some stuff that actually happened fixed, but let some other stuff free to change, and this border in stuffspace in general passes through the probability. So we are forced to hypothesize a specific law to be able to compute the counterfactual.


Thus, Abraham’s instinct was sound. To turn a noncausal Bayesian network into a causal model—or, more precisely, to make it capable of answering counterfactual queries—we need a dose-response relationship at each node.

This realization did not come to me easily. Even before delving into counterfactuals, I tried for a very long time to formulate causal models using conditional probability tables. One obstacle I faced was cyclic models, which were totally resistant to conditional probability formulations. Another obstacle was that of coming up with a notation to distinguish probabilistic Bayesian networks from causal ones. In 1991, it suddenly hit me that all the difficulties would vanish if we made Y a function of its parent variables and let the UY term handle all the uncertainties concerning Y. At the time, it seemed like a heresy against my own teaching. After devoting several years to the cause of probabilities in artificial intelligence, I was now proposing to take a step backward and use a nonprobabilistic, quasi-deterministic model. I can still remember my student at the time, Danny Geiger, asking incredulously, “Deterministic equations? Truly deterministic?” It was as if Steve Jobs had just told him to buy a PC instead of a Mac. (This was 1990!)



Of course Abraham already knew.

IX.

Because, in fact, it was Bayes all along.

Consider the do-operator. As we initially introduced it, in P(B|do(A)) the expression do(A) is a placeholder for “A is true, but by some artificial action that forces it to be true instead of the one we were assuming before.” All we need to use Bayes here is define this proposition more formally such that we can apply the rules of probability to it like we would do with A. Consider any diagram representing a joint probability distribution where A appears:

[image: ]

Introduce a new variable F_A, arrow-parent of A, which can have values “true”, “false”, and “na,” standing for do(A), do(¬A) and “don’t use the do-operator” respectively:
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Thus F_A indicates if we are in the context where we are forcing A or not, and if we are, what value we choose. As we said before in the placebo example, in this kind of diagrams (the technical name is DAG, Directed Acyclic Graph, representing a Bayesian Network) the arrows stand for conditional probabilities for each node conditioned on its parents, so we have to say what’s the new probability we intend for A after adding the arrow from F_A. Let P(A|pa(A)) be the distribution meant for the first diagram without F_A, where pa(A) stands for all the parents of A. To make F_A represent the do-operator as defined above, intuitively the new conditional probability must be
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In words: the same probability as before when F_A = “na”, otherwise fix A to the truth value indicated by F_A. Then, for any proposition Q, we define
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Everything just falls into the right place after this simple definition. First, A is independent of its parents whenever F_A is not “na”, which is equivalent to deleting the arrows from pa(A) to A. Second, it becomes impossible in general to invert the direction of those arrows, which corresponds to the fact that while probabilistic relationships may not distinguish what variable comes before the other, casual relationships do.

Ehm, maybe the reader is wondering why he can’t rotate the arrows now, or even why he could do it before. It’s a theorem that two diagrams on the same variables correspond to the same set of possible probability distributions if and only if:


Notes


[1]

They have the same structure (no additional links, no missing links),



[2]

They have the same v-structures (arrows head-to-head on the same variable, and their tails are not connected by an arrow).

Since all parents of A are colliding in A, their arrows can’t be reversed in general, unless A has a single parent and we can somehow also rotate the arrows of the grandparents and so on without creating or destroying v-structures, or if the parents are connected. Thus if A has at least one parent, by adding F_A we forbid both the parent and F_A to be considered children of A. If A has no parents, F_A becomes the unique parent and so we could even reverse its arrow. This makes sense because when A is a root node it’s like we are considering it God-given, without causes, so applying the do-operator makes no difference. In other words, we are not representing the causes of A in our model, and so we can’t “exclude” them from our probabilities.

So rung two can be fully implemented with conditional probabilities. Let’s move on to tearing rung three.

What are we referring to really when we request the probability of something happening “if some other thing had not been…?” We are imagining a world where something is different from reality but where the rules of the game are still the same so we think we can say what’s the outcome even without being able to live that world. This means that we are making inference on the outcome of a simulation. From this point of view, it is intuitive that we need to write down deterministic functions for the arrows instead of just conditional probabilities: they are the physical laws we use to run our simulation. Continuing with the diagram above, consider the counterfactual probability for C if A had been false, while in reality both A and C are true. A is the sole parent of C. With the probabilistic formulation of the diagram we have then a conditional probability associated to the arrow, P(C|A), which we replace with an equation C = f(A, U_C), where U_C is a collection of unobserved variables, such that P(C|A) is the sum over U_C of P(U_C) only for those U_C that make f(A=true, U_C) true.

Starting from some prior over the U_C distribution, we apply Bayes to the data A=true, C=true obtaining P(U_C|AC). Defining C_Ā as the alter-ego of C in the simulation were we assume ¬A, we compute P(C_Ā|AC) by plugging P(U_C|AC) into the rule above but using f(A=false, U_C) instead of f(A=true, U_C) to restrict the summation over U_C. In words: we use data to make inference on the unknowns U_C, then send the posterior distribution for U_C through the simulation with A=false to obtain the uncertainty on the simulated C.

(So, uhm, if f is a decent function then U_C can only have one specific value because it’s one unknown in one equation, so the posterior P(U_C|AC) is not a very interesting distribution. But the reasoning is still sound! My examples are terrible… The day be damned that France was born!)

Look at the variable we defined, C_Ā. In formulae, it is C_Ā = f(A=false, U_C), while the original was C = f(A, U_C), with the A parameter not fixed to a value but representing the proposition/variable A, which has a probability distribution. We could also consider the other counterfactual, C_A = f(A=true, U_C), the outcome if A had been true. In general, if A is a variable with many possible values, we have the corresponding family of C_As. The difference between the real C and the counterfactual C_As is that in the real one the probability distribution of A enters the game, while in the simulated ones it doesn’t, A becomes a fixed quantity. It’s something similar to applying the do-operator to A, because when A is fixed it’s like we are deleting the arrows from the parents of A. This suggests that we can define counterfactual variables in general by removing the arrows and their corresponding equations that connect the variables we want to imagine changing to their parents, and then apply in sequence the appropriate equations in the diagram following the arrows until we arrive at the variable we are interested in, collecting all the U-s as we go.

Turning back to our simpler example: even if C and C_Ā are defined differently, they share the common variable U_C. This means that they are not independent in general. Indeed this reflects the fact that learning something about C in the real world can change what we know about C in the simulation, since the simulation by design almost matches reality, like when knowing about the healing increased the counterfactual probability of healing without placebo.

What kind of dependence can arise between C and any counterfactual C’, specifically? In principle we have total freedom in choosing both the functional links and the distribution of the U variables. This means that there is no constraint on the joint distribution P(C,C’), any bivariate probability distribution will do. The only restriction is not distributional, but related to the identities of the counterfactual variables: we have that, conditional on fixing the value of the variables that are changed in the simulation to define the counterfactual, the simulation must correspond exactly to reality: C|do(A) = C_A. This is intuitive but it also follows from having defined the Cs with a given function of A.

Now that we have characterized the variables that live in the simulation, we can forget about the functional model we used to introduce them. It’s just a joint probability distribution between variables representing different world stories with a consistency requirement that whenever the “initial conditions” of two worlds coincide then the variables must coincide too. We can then apply the rules of probability as usual. Bye rung three.

But this is very abstract! What about the example with the placebo effect, where we got P(H’) = P(H|do(¬P))·P(U_PH) + P(¬U_PH), and we didn’t know where to find this new thing P(U_PH)? Well, I tried to conceal this to you with weasel words before, but actually not knowing the probability of something is totally normal Bayesian routine. It’s the usual problem that you need a prior on things to do any learning, it’s interesting but not wildly surprising that to answer a “what if it had” question you may need more prior information that to answer a “what will if” one.

Now, how dare I contradict Pearl, maximum world expert on causality and Turing prize winner? While reading the Book of Why, every time Pearl insisted on the exclusivity of causal concepts over probability, I always thought “but there must be some way to do this in standard Bayes with auxiliary variables.” Since the book is divulgative and never really gets down to the nuts and bolts of the math, I couldn’t really put my finger on what I would have done exactly to reimplement causality, and I worried that maybe I was just deluded. So I went and peeked in the serious book, “Causality.” I was quite amused to find out that, already in the first three chapters, Pearl himself shows how it’s all probabilities actually. The construction with the F_A variable to implement do(A) is by Pearl. He defines and proves all the properties of his damn do-operator exactly in this way.

The alternate-reality variables have a technical name, they are called “potential outcomes.” They appeared before in this review in the story where Fisher got angry at Neyman and flung his toys, remember? So it’s a pre-WWII thing. Neyman didn’t really go far with this stuff, they were resurrected by another statistician, Rubin, in the ‘70s, when they became (remaining to this day) the standard approach to causality in statistics. Due to the consistency property, they are used in place of the do-operator; there is not a distinction between actions and counterfactuals in the potential outcome paradigm.

At this point of my narration it may seem that Pearl just reinvented the wheel, with a mob of computer scientists revering their man because Rubin is a statistician, a lame outgroupie unworthy of attention. However by looking a bit into all this I can confirm that Pearl indeed managed to do new stuff with his formalism, probably because it is dirtier but less obscure than the polished astral ethereality of potential outcomes. Also, the do-operator makes a lot of sense when you don’t need a counterfactual and you can drop all the machinery of parallel imaginary worlds. It is only thanks to Pearl that we can now look back at all this and say “meh” with an air of superiority.

But our starting concern isn’t still cleared. Pearl emphatically asserts that the three rungs are fundamentally mathematically different. That causality can not be reduced to probabilities. And yet he proves that it’s probabilities all the way down. What is Pearl trying to tell us? That he’s gotten old? “Causality” is dated 2000, while “The Book of Why” is from 2020. Is it a 2000-2020 meme challenge? Recursive ladder of causation 1) define the three rungs 2) implement them with rung one 3) repeat until pixelated. If you manage to use P(B|do(do(do(A)))) in a real application, Pearl sends you a little medal.

Maybe Pearl is doing the Motte and Bailey trick: he wants to convince statisticians from the potential outcome camp to convert to his causal diagrams school. So when he’s in all-out missionary mode he says that causality is the super-cool thing now and you wouldn’t let your friends see you going around with those out of season probabilities, wouldn’t you? Then when the professionals come down to scold him, he’s all mellow and switches to “nonono my dear friend, you see, it’s all mathematically equivalent, the diagrams are just a nicety that helps you doing the calculations, try it.”


In fact, it can be shown that there is no way to capture P(Y_[X=0] = 0 | X = 1, Y = 1) in a do-expression. While this may seem like a rather arcane point, it does give mathematical proof that counterfactuals (rung three) lie above interventions (rung two) on the Ladder of Causation.



On second thought, maybe Pearl stands solidly in the Bailey and shoots with a rifle at anyone who dares to approach him. Now that I think about it, his prose feels quite evangelical even in the first book, even when showing that mathematically everything is one. A way to make sense of the separation of the three rungs then maybe relies in restricting its significance: starting from any given model, you can’t go up the ladder without introducing auxiliary variables that you weren’t considering initially. This is technically correct but doesn’t sound so strong any more.

I guess that Pearl comes closer to what he really means when he says that “the idea of causes and effects is much more fundamental than the idea of probabilities.” I assume he must be perfectly aware of what is and what isn’t mathematically equivalent under which definition, but he thinks that nevertheless the concept of causality is so fundamental that it should have a place among the axioms instead of being implemented in “mathematical software.”

Under this interpretation, how can we read his opinion on machine intelligence? Is it really stuck on rung one, unable to achieve true understanding until we stop fixating on representing knowledge with probabilities? Since we are now aware of the hidden equivalence between all the rungs, we need to give meaning to “stuck on rung one” in a practical rather than in a theoretical sense. I would say that what machine learning is (mostly) missing is agency: to learn from data alone, starting from a blank slate, what is the probabilistic relationship between the fact of doing something vs. just knowing about it and the thing itself, it is of course necessary to be able to take decisions, carry them out and then make inference on the outcome combined with the reflexive information on having taken a decision. My vague notions of machine learning techniques are not sufficient for me to judge how much things like AlphaGo get close to having this ability, but I guess that they already must be doing something in that direction. It may still be the case that we would need to hardcode causality in some way to scale up intelligence.
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Pearl and Rubin a few years ago. So these guys do the exact same things but somehow they also disagree vehemently. Oh, and there’s also another world-class causality expert, Dawid, who is very happy to explain to you how what he does is mathematically equivalent to Pearl and Rubin’s stuff, but still definitely disagrees with them somehow on a mystical level we mere mortals can’t really comprehend. Maybe it is a paper laundering scheme: small fries in the academic community normally organize into small groups where everyone cites compulsively everyone else to create a self-sustaining aura of credibility. But in a group of well-established professors, where publication and readership are guaranteed, it is actually more convenient to pretend to disagree, such that you can multiplicate the articles first linearly, and then quadratically as you argue with each other.






The Man Who Quit Money by Mark Sundeen

Content warning: suicide

1. Introduction


In the first year of the twenty-first century, a man standing by a highway in the middle of America pulled from his pocket his life savings – thirty dollars – laid it inside a phone booth, and walked away.  He was thirty-nine years old, came from a good family, and had been to college.  He was not mentally ill, nor an addict.  His decision appears to be an act of free will by a competent adult.

In the twelve years since, as the Dow Jones skyrocketed to its all-time high, Daniel Suelo has not earned, received or spent a single dollar.  In an era when anyone who could sign his name could qualify for a mortgage, Suelo did not apply for loans or write IOUs.  He didn’t even barter.  As the public debt soared to eight, ten, finally thirteen trillion dollars, he did not pay taxes, or accept food stamps, welfare, or any other form of government handout.

Instead, he set up house in caves in the Utah canyonlands, where he forages mulberries and wild onions, scavenges roadkill and wild squirrels, pulls expired groceries from dumpsters, and is often fed by friends and strangers.  “My philosophy is to use what is freely given or discarded & what is already present & already running,” he writes.  While the rest of us grapple with tax deductions, variable-rate mortgages, retirement plans, and money-market accounts, Suelo no longer holds so much as an identification card.

Yet the man who sleeps under bridges and prospects in trash cans is not a typical hobo.  He does not panhandle, and he often works – declining payment for his efforts.  While he is driven by spiritual beliefs and longings, he is not a monk, nor is he associated with any church.  And although he lives in a cave, he is not a hermit: he is relentlessly social, remains close with friends and family, and engages in discussions with strangers via the website he maintains from the public library.  He has crisscrossed the West by bicycle, hopped freight trains, hitched through nearly every state in the union, hauled nets on a Bering Sea trawler, harvested mussels and kelp from Pacific beaches, spearfished salmon in Alaska streams, and braved three months of storms atop an ancient hemlock tree.

“I know it is possible to live without money,” Suelo declares.  “Abundantly.”



So begins The Man Who Quit Money by Mark Sundeen, the story of an exceptional man who not only has managed to live without money, but who is also, by all accounts (OK, I’ve only seen this book and a few entries on the blog he wrote), but by accounts that I find very believable, a man who is much happier living that way.

2. Motivation from 2022 – Why I’m reviewing this book

I like money.  I first read this biography a few years after it was published in 2012 and, while I enjoyed the book, I didn’t even consider that the book would convince me to copy Suelo’s lifestyle.  While it works for him, I still think that I like having money around, like (almost) everybody.  In fact, when I decided to review this book, I was staying in a nice, comfortable hotel room on the opposite side of the USA from where I live, and one of my first thoughts was that the only reason I get this cozy place is because I’m willing to trade money for it.

But when I sat in my comfortable hotel room, it was late February 2022, and there were a few current events that had brought Suelo’s life back to mind.  I was motivated to review this book by the response to the Canadian truckers.  I was motivated by Russian travelers (with no particular association other than their nationality to invading Ukraine) who couldn’t get their money and couldn’t get out of whatever country they were in at the time.  Hopefully, by the time this review appears online, we’ll be in a pause of the people-being-separated-from-their-money events, but this genie is not likely going back in the bottle.  Suddenly, I’m not sure any runway of money or even fuck-you money, if you can get it, is all that secure.

This is somewhat different from the book’s story about choosing to “quit money”.  Mostly, I will review the book on its own terms, but I will return at the end to the question, “What if money quits me?”  Other answers have been proposed, but I haven’t seen anyone else look at the one suggested by Suelo’s life.

I admit that I expect the majority of people would look at a story of a man living mostly outdoors, in a cave, and think something like “What are you talking about?  This is not a solution?  This is as horrible as I ever imagined losing money would be.”  To which, I would reply that this solution is not for you, but the story is interesting anyway, and I think there’s a minority bigger than you think (maybe 15-20%) that see this as possibly one of the least bad options in a bad situation, and I’m in that minority.

3. Why did Suelo quit money – a brief (5,000 word) life story

This section is the majority of my review.  I think the best way to understand how Suelo lives is to understand his attitude, and to understand his attitude, one must understand his life.

Youth

Suelo grew up with strong Evangelical, biblical literalist parents in a group called the Plymouth Brethren.  A couple of things happened in his youth that influenced his attitudes at the time and sent him towards the direction he ended up going.

First, when he was a child in 1969 – eight years old by my math (plus or minus 1 for rounding) – he saw a hippie-ish guy confront a couple that were showing up to church in a Cadillac wearing fur coats.  “Is this what Jesus taught?  Are you serving God – or money?”  As a kid looking at this, he couldn’t get it out of his mind that the hippie looked more like the Jesus being described to him than the churchgoers did – a life of poverty.

Then, as a teenager, he went to Bolivia with a volunteer group that administered vaccines.  Suelo’s parents had instilled in him, in addition to Christianity, some level of American exceptionalism, which did not match what he saw at all.  Bolivia, at least at this time, in the 70s, was super poor.  (I don’t know to what extent it still is.)  There were kids with bloated bellies – that level of poor.  But everyone was generous.  Everywhere he went, they made sure he gets fed, despite their own risk of hunger.  Back home three days later, he got yelled at for crossing some rich guy’s lawn.  In Bolivia, he saw people living very good lives (in the sense of good as opposed to evil), compared to the lives in America.

College

When he went to college, he started out going to a school near his parents in Western Colorado, but then decided to transfer to the University of Colorado in Boulder.  At this point, I should point out that his parents are of the insular Evangelical type: they believe in avoiding becoming part of the larger world because it can corrupt you.  And of course, Boulder is the opposite of staying in an Evangelical bubble, but Suelo thought that if his beliefs were true, they would stand up to going to Boulder.

While in Boulder, he developed this eclectic group of mostly Christian friends that liked to talk about comparative religion.  He read the Tao Te Ching, and it helped bring him to this theory of the Holy Spirit in the feminine side of God.  He gave talks to Evangelical groups, and even had Pastors who say that they’ve thought of his theory themselves.

There’s another thing that came up too in Boulder – he’s gay.  Initially, he wasn’t bothered that he didn’t really feel an attraction to any of the women that he knew.  Not being married yet, sexual attraction would have been a temptation anyway.  But eventually, he came to realize that he did have an attraction to men during his time, and he wasn’t sure what to think about it.

Misadventures in the Helping Professions

After college, he joined the Peace Corps and they sent him to Ecuador.

In Ecuador, he was again disappointed by a rich Christian not behaving as the Christ in the bible seemed to.  He went to see a Christian missionary there, expecting to see some guy in a humble shack.  Instead, the missionary lived in this big, suburban house with a whole bunch of cattle, and his missionary thing was to give people a better life by teaching people to be partners in his cattle business.  I think I can understand what the missionary was thinking, but to Suelo, the people in the missionary cattle ranch were living less like Christ than the other people around. (Also, Suelo was and is much more of an environmentalist than I am.)

In any case, his Peace Corps assignment was to be a “Health Extentionist”.  I have some vague idea what the Peace Corps might have meant by that, but the people he meets in South America don’t seem to.  While he showed up with a card that identified him as a Health Extentionist and knew enough Spanish to translate the term, the locals seemed to understand, “Doctor” when he said that and came to him with their medical issues, expecting him to treat them.

Initially, he resisted, but eventually just gave up and went with it.  He went into Quito and got antibiotics, aspirin, acetaminophen, Benadryl, and epinephrine, and a book, Donde No Hay Doctor, about how to administer care when there’s no doctor for miles.  He sent “a few serious cases” as the book calls it, to the closest clinic (and raised $200 from a congregation in Boulder for a woman’s surgery), but he did a lot himself, including delivering three healthy babies there.

For some reason, Suelo found the Peace Corps disillusioning.  I don’t quite understand why – he seems to have done a lot of good – so I’ll quote him in a letter from his time there: “I feel very strongly, now more than ever, that any influence I have on these people should be on the individual level – helping and sharing knowledge on a one-on-one level, with my life, not with set programs.”

In Ecuador, Suelo sent a letter to his parents telling them he’s gay.  His parents, upon receiving the letter (heavily damaged in the mail but not the part where he says he’s gay), told the Peace Corps that Suelo was mentally ill and needed to go home.  The Peace Corps sent Suelo a message: “Urgent. Call parents.”  He went to Quito and called his parents, and then the Peace Corps let him go back to work.  Apparently, it’s not that uncommon for Peace Corps parents to think their kids are going insane abroad, and this is how the Peace Corps deals with it.

Also, during this time, his parents started having their own problems in their church, and ended up backing out of the Plymouth Brethren, although they remained Evangelical biblical literalists.

All these things were bringing Suelo to think that the thing he had believed in were meaningless, when, after he accidentally eats a bunch of poison berries, he had what was basically a really horrifying bad trip, where he felt everything was in pain, he was losing his mind, and was going to die.  He recovered, but when he smoked marijuana a few days later, it was even worse.


I ended up in the fetal position – twitching, convulsions…I was thinking I might die in this room by myself, in Ecuador, thinking about my family.  What a stupid way to die.…  I had this vision of a cross.  I’m on the equator, this is where the tectonic plates come together, I’m at the center of the cross.  Jesus on a cross was in my vision.  I was saying, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”



As Sundeen puts it: “Finally he had tapped into the eternal - but it wasn’t joy and forgiveness.  It was misery and suffering.  It wasn’t heaven, it was hell.”  These feelings would stick with him for years.  It was like a revelation, an epiphany, except that usually we use that word for good things.

After the Peace Corps, he got a job at a homeless shelter in Denver.  The homeless were treated horribly and disrespectfully in the shelter.  There’s one scene in the book that is out of Oliver Twist, as Sundeen puts it.  One of the homeless asked the manager for a carton of milk, and the shelter manager tore into him.  “This milk is for the babies!  And you’re so damn selfish that you’d drink all if we let you.  The answer is no.  You should be ashamed for even asking.”  (emphasis in original)

The clients – the people that stay at the shelter – had chores they were required to do.  Suelo was supposed to lock the clients in until the chores were done.  Understandably, he found this unsafe, undignified, and not how to treat people.  He decided not to do it and to resign. Typing up a resignation letter, he realized that if he gave it to the manager, she would just shred it or something.  Instead, like Martin Luther’s 95 Theses, he posted the letter all over the shelter.

Suddenly, he was a hero (and kept his job).  Everybody liked him.  It triggered an investigation, and they actually found that the manager was running this sort of milk ring – she’d been selling milk belonging to the shelter for her own personal money.  For a little bit, it seemed great, but then the investigation found unacceptable radiation levels in the shelter and the whole place got shut down.  So it went from everyone loved him to everyone hated him, and he was fired with all the other staff and had to look for another job.  That was his second helping profession job.

The third was for Traveler’s Aid, helping stranded clients get assistance with bus tickets, and the like.  Clients would come in that needed help to get out of town, and he would try to see if they could be approved for assistance, but there was a disconnect.  The organization needed clients to have a place to stay and at least potential employment in their destination (otherwise they would be just paying people to move around the country), but people with existing jobs and homes didn’t usually need help.  He learned to fudge the paperwork somewhat, and no one there seemed to care as long as there was some answer in the right blanks.

The book tells one story, where a client was looking for a bus ticket from Denver to Phoenix, and the client had called a drywall outfit there that had told him they were always looking for workers.  Suelo called the place to verify the offer of employment.  But the call, by letting the boss know it involved a charity case, made the boss lose interest – he didn’t want to hire bums, they don’t work out.  Suelo goes away and tears up the paperwork, gives him bus fare from his own money, and tells the client that he’s approved.

That was his third helping profession job.

There’s another thing.  Doing this work 8 hours a day, he had come to hate the homeless.  He didn’t want anything to do with them at the end of the day.  And with this on top of everything else, by this time, he was only sleeping an hour to an hour and a half a day, and felt terrible.  At this point, it was 1991.  He was about 30 years old.  He took his car into the mountains and tried to drive off a cliff.  The car went down some, but it got hung up before it really got over the cliff.  Suelo’s survival instinct came in as he was passing in and out of consciousness.  He climbed up to the road and was rescued and treated.

Moab

Suelo’s suicide attempt made it clear to his friends and family that he needed help.  About a year and a half later, he took up a friends’ offer to move to Moab, Utah.  Moab was and is a good fit for someone with his views.  Moab, at this point in time, was still recovering from having been a busted Uranium boom town and just starting to find its new identity as a tourist town.  There were a lot of hippie-ish types and adventure guides – happy to be out there in the scenery.

He worked odd jobs and met a lot of similarly-minded people (including Sundeen, his eventual biographer).   Eventually, he got another helping profession job at a women’s shelter as the homeless coordinator.  This job finally worked (!), although it was part time and he still needed to get odd jobs from time to time.

It just so happened that at the same time as getting the women’s shelter job, he decided to move into a cave for the first time – with all the river guides and hippies, it was kind of chic in Moab to live on the land, and there was a gap between when he had to move out of where he lived and a house-sitting arrangement he had coming up.  This made him the “homeless homeless coordinator” at the women’s shelter.  He loved that title and used his status for credibility with clients, breaking the hierarchy between clients and staff that he saw in his previous jobs.

He was on a wide variety of psych meds, and also changed his treatment.  Talking to a naturopath doctor he knows, he slowly went off all of that and onto St. John’s Wort.  This is definitely not medical advice – I’m not a doctor, I’m just sending this to a doctor’s blog, but it worked for Suelo.

Even more importantly, the doctor diagnosed him with Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, and put him on antifungals and digestive enzymes, suspecting a pathogen from his time in Ecuador.  It was a huge difference, suddenly he had lots of energy to travel around in the canyons.

Philosophically, he got back into the passages in the bible that fit with what his was doing, like “Do you not worry about your life – what you will eat or drink, or about your body – what you will wear.  Is life not more important than food?  Or the body more important than clothes?  Look at the birds of the air.  They do not sow or reap or store away in barns.  And yet your heavenly father feeds them.  Are you not much more valuable than they?  Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?” (Matthew 6:25-27) It was a breakthrough – just accept what comes.

Alaska

Then something came up.  Two women he knew invited him to go to Alaska with them.  Initially, he didn’t want to do it, but he thought about all this stuff he’d been reading and decided he should go along with it – that whatever opportunities present themselves should be taken.  So he gave notice at the women’s clinic and they headed off to Alaska.  I will describe this trip in a lot of detail, because it was on this trip in 1997 that Suelo became convinced that he could live without money: that the Lord/nature/circumstances will provide.  The Lord/nature/circumstance also almost killed him on the trip, which doesn’t seem to bother Suelo as much it as does me.

The first case of providence: in driving up there, a leaf broke spring in their car, and when they pulled into a restaurant, there was a guy right there in the restaurant that could fix it.  Later, they were driving down the road and realized they were going to run out of gas before they got to the next town.  So, just hoping to find something, they turned off on some road.  They found a house – and not only did they have gas there – they got invited in for fresh cookies.

In Alaska, the group split up.  Suelo got a job on a small boat slinging fish – throwing newly caught fish to shore. He hated it, so after one month, he quit and decided to head out into the wilderness.  As part of his whole nature/the Lord/whatever will provide he left half his food on a picnic table at the trailhead.  Rather quickly, he had only cooking oil left from his packed food, was eating mostly berries, and getting really tired of it.

Then he met another guy, a young man named Ander from Spain, who was doing the same thing, trying to live off the land and also happy to find someone that spoke Spanish. What are the odds so far away from the Spanish-speaking world?  And the guy speaks the only foreign language Suelo knows.  They stayed together and learned to spear salmon and (very providentially again) found an abandoned backpack with food.

Eventually, they came to a river formed by the runoff from a glacier.  For whatever reason, these two decided they were going to go across it:


The river was too deep and fast to wade across.  As they explored upstream, they found that in the transition zone between glacier and river, shallow water poured over a series of ice ledges.  The men had no crampons or climbing gear, nor any experience on glaciers, but they decided they could cross.  They waded across a cold channel and climbed onto the slick glacier, their toes instantly numb as the boots filled with ice water.  The glacier was smooth and undulating, with a series of rivulets and pools where the runoff swept across.  They took long steps over the cold channels.  But then they reached a wider rivulet.  The crystal water was so clear that Suelo couldn’t tell how deep it was.  Maybe two feet.  Maybe six?  The only choice was to jump.  Suelo gathered his courage and with a few baby steps leaped across the gap, splatting on the ice on the other side but sliding chest-deep into the freezing pool.  The cold water knocked the wind from his lungs.  His clothes and backpack were soaked, adding another fifteen pounds to the load, and he clawed his way up and out onto the ice.  Now Ander made the same jump, and was submerged over his head into the basin before Suelo pulled him out.  Surging with adrenaline and panic, the men darted across the ice field, both dunking a few more times, before scrambling up the banks to dry ground – wet, shivering, and scared.

They built a fire to dry themselves and dry their clothes, but as soon as the flames flickered, the clouds darkened and rain began to fall.  Suelo didn’t see any chance of getting dry.  They were too cold to cross the river back to where they started.…  Both men understood that if they didn’t do something soon, they could freeze to death.



This is not yet the almost dying I was referring to.

Ander went off to look for shelter and, consistent with the plot pattern so far, found an empty cabin.  They went into the cabin.  It had firewood, and they warmed up and recovered.  After a few days, the rains let up, but when they headed out, the owner of the cabin flew over so low they could hear him cussing at them to leave.  (Apparently, there’s no place to land by the cabin.)  He appeared to have a gun.  It was basically “get off my lawn” again, but with bigger stakes.  The men hid into the cabin until the plane went away, wrote a note thanking the owner, apologizing for the trespass, but noting that it saved their lives.

They wanted to go back where they came from, but the rains had swollen the river and made the crossing that was bad before completely impossible.  Exploring the river, they found a cable connected to a boat on the other side, but had no way to retrieve the boat.  Then tried to cross by moving hand over hand along the cable, but it dug into their hands.  They both fell off back into the water and could only scramble back onshore on the same side they came from, now freezing and cold again and as desperate as they ever were.

At this time, Suelo was 37 and Ander was 20.  Suelo’s paternal instinct kicked in, and he told Ander to stay there and he would find help.  He went back to where they crossed before and tried the impossible – crossing it there.  He was getting pulled in, drowned in the water.


Your pack or your life, he thought.  And in an instant he slipped his shoulders from the straps and let the current take the pack.  Free of the load, Suelo scratched his way onto the ice and lay there panting.  Surely, he must be almost across.  But he wasn’t.  He was less than halfway, perched on a block of ice in the middle of the river.

Gasping there on his knees, Suelo dropped his head to the ice and began bawling.  The show of confidence he’d made for Ander was gone.  He was cold and shivering and scared.  Upstream, the glacier appeared a living beast, a dragon opening its jaws to consume him.  He was going to die there.

But then something occurred to him as he lay there sobbing in a heap.  I have finally, literally, reached the point of having no possessions, no attachments, no relationships.  I have nothing but the clothes on my back.  I have hit bottom.  It is just me and Nature.  This is the point I have been trying to reach all along.  And with that realization, a burst of energy shot through his veins.  I am alive.  All those years of wondering whether or not life was worth living, of thinking that God had condemned humans to living Hell - that was nonsense.  I want to live!  The desire was new and exotic, and filled him with power.

Suelo stood.  He faced the ice dragon.

“Fuck you, glacier!” he called.

Abandoning his plan of pool-hopping across the ice, Suelo dove head-first into the river and swam.  The current swept him quickly downriver as he kicked his boots and crawled with numb hands.  Suddenly, though, his mittened hand scraped rock.  Then another rock.  He opened his eyes and saw an alder bush.  He hoisted himself by a branch and wormed onto the shore, panting, weeping, overjoyed.  (italics in original)



From there, he went to where a bunch of RVers were camped – yelling, trying to get help, and mostly people looked at him scared and didn’t do anything.  Finally, someone offered him a ride to the inn in town.  Behind the counter at the inn was the owner of the cabin in the woods – the man with a gun in the airplane.


Before Suelo could speak, the man rose in anger.

“You stupid idiot,” cried the man.  “That’s private property.  You have no right being over there.”

Suelo slunk back and fell into a chair like a boy in the principal’s office.

“All you dipshits from the Lower Forty-eight,” lectured the man.  “You come up to Alaska for some dickhead adventure and expect us to bail you out when you get in trouble.”

Suelo watched the angry lips move but heard nothing.  He shriveled.  Just minutes before, he’d slain the dragon, swimming the river to save his life, and now he felt like a runt.  He recalled his moment of hitting absolute bottom on that hunk of ice.  This was worse.  In fact, this was worse than death.  Would he never put an end to that nagging childhood feeling of being the weakest?  Well, if could stand up to the glacier, he could stand up to this guy.

He lifted his trembling body out of the chair.  He walked resolutely toward the man.  He inched close enough to smell him, and to drip water onto the wooden counter between them.

“I don’t care what you think of me,” Suelo said.  “I need help.  I’ve got hypothermia and my friend is dying across the river.  Whatever you think, put it aside and help me.”

Something clicked.  The man called his wife to fetch some food and dry clothes.  He called a geologist he knew who could operate the cable car.  He took Suelo back to the river, and they sent a package of food across the cable with a note saying to hang tight, that help was on the way.



And so eventually, they rescued Ander.  Everybody was safe and warm and dry.

Next, Suelo decided to hitchhike back home.  He only had $50 and decided to see how much he could get away with not spending.  When he got back, he had $45, and the $5 that he spent was on stuff he didn’t really need to spend on: candy bars and coffee.  So there you go – he hitchhiked from Alaska back to Utah – it cost him $5 and he didn’t really need to spend the $5.  He was convinced that he could live without money.

But there was a problem: he was actually in debt, and there is no honor in quitting money while in debt.  He had a student loan.  In fact, he hadn’t really been that good at making payments on it.  And his parents were co-signers of the loan.

He went back to working at the women’s shelter.  His previous pattern had been to get a place to stay in town and, at some point give up on it and decide to move onto the public land.  This time, he immediately went into the caves, and did everything he could to pay off the loan, and in one year he had paid it off.

Asia

So he believed that he could quit money, but he was still not ready.  He was aware of Sadhus in India that live without money in a sort of holy noble beggar tradition that no longer exists in Christianity.  He was thinking that maybe he should go seek their guidance, when, not of his own accord, but because a friend of his wanted to go to India, he ended up getting an offer to go to India.

The plan was that they were both going to go to Thailand, because it’s in the area and a nice place to go, and, then, from Thailand, they were to go to India.  His friend got sick and couldn’t go.  He decided to go to Thailand and arranged to meet up with his friend there in a month.

He had a monastery in mind that he wanted to see in Thailand.  When he went to look for it, he got completely lost.  Finally, he gave up, but was still lost and couldn’t even get back to where he was staying.  While he was walking around lost, this monk came out of a hidden door in the wall near him to check on what he was doing, and it turned out Suelo was right in front of the monastery he was looking for.  So once again, the Lord/nature/circumstances/whatever put what he needed right in front of him.

The monk signed his name on a leaf, told him to come back the next morning (insanely early, at 5:00) and Suelo began daily meditation training through a bunch of uncomfortable and difficult assignments.  Eventually, he was supposed to go without sleep and track every time he nodded off.  Quoting Suelo:


I was getting so tired, and sick of it.  This is so much effort.  It’s just not natural.  I was trying to tabulate in the Lotus position, half the night or more.  Finally I just took the scrap of paper and slid it aside.  I couldn’t sit in lotus anymore.  The hell with it all.  I got out of Lotus and slumped, head on my knee.

And suddenly everything went silent.  Complete bliss.  Everything turned blank and blue.  Except I saw a person with his head on his knee.  Who is that?  Is it me, or the Buddha?  I didn’t know who it was.  Complete silence.  Blue light.  No feeling, no thought, no anything.  And I thought: “I have to go back.”  I wasn’t sure why.  I lifted my head up, and I was back in the room.  I could hear every chirp outside.  I got up and felt I’d had the best sleep of my life, so energized and awake.

I started laughing.  I almost felt like someone was watching me.  It was a trick, all these hoops and games, to make me quit.  Because that’s what it’s about – that moment of giving up.  Wow.  It was so funny.  I laughed out loud.  I started walking around the monastery, pitch-black, quiet as ever, and I was laughing.  I thought, “Well that’s it.  This is what I came here to learn.”  The whole idea of going through all these nonsense things made sense.  They were supposed to be nonsense.  If you don’t go through the nonsense, you won’t realize it’s nonsense, therefore it’s not nonsense.



That does sound like something a Buddhist would say, doesn’t it?  But the big deal here is that after his previous horrible vision in Ecuador, he finally had a positive vision.

He went on to India.  The sadhus he found were a mix of complete scammers, sort-of scammers (“sadhus” that don’t think of themselves as scammers but had bank accounts so they could take breaks), and the occasional good role model legit sadhu that helped him decide that he really wanted to quit money.

But he couldn’t quit money in India – he’ll never see his family again.

Communes

He still didn’t imagine yet that he could do this alone.  His next step was to find a commune in Oregon, where the people live without money.  It didn’t work out for him.  The commune grew a little food, but not nearly enough to feed its members – the members lived without money, but the commune survived by business ventures: running a café and having a post office contract to deliver mail.

They had a requirement of a 40-hour work week to stay there, and a lot of the work was just busywork, people trying to avoid loafing or being seen as loafing.  The members didn’t seem happy, and this wasn’t the idea, so he left.

He had a sister in Seattle, and so, next, he tried getting a regular job and staying with her.  The job was helping Spanish-speaking people navigate bureaucracy.  He didn’t have a car anymore, but he could drive his sister’s car to his first day of work.  It took 2 hours in the traffic.  The phone was constantly ringing.  People were speaking too fast for his Spanish ability, and he was constantly having to slow them down.  At the end of the day, there was a traffic ticket on the car.  It took 2 hours again to drive home, and none of the other drivers looked happy either.  Suelo called up his work and left a voicemail, apologetically quitting after 1 day.

Suelo did some research and found a commune that fit his philosophy better in Nova Scotia, Canada, so he headed across the continent to see it: by bus and then by ferry to Nova Scotia.  The place was in the hinterlands, and at the ferry landing, he still had a ways to go, and was down to $50 again.  He has decided to keep the money as “his emergency insurance against the occurrence of some Bad Thing, whatever it might be”.

With some difficulty, he hitchhiked to the final spur road, 10 miles from his destination.  He walked the final distance, arrived at dusk, and the place had been abandoned.  There’s a log where he could see that there’s been no entries for over a month, and the well had gone dry two months before that.

He spent the night there and left the next morning.  He didn’t get a ride until dusk, when a man went out of his way to give a ride to the nearest town.

He wondered if this was this the Bad Thing?  No, it turned out that he still didn’t need his $50.  He had a friend in Halifax.  (He has so many friends!)  Halifax was not really near him, but it’s in the same province.  When he sent an email to his friend, the guy agreed to pick him up in a few days.  By this time, Suelo could go a few days without money, so staying around didn’t cost him anything.

His friend also happened to know a woman who also wanted to quit money, and when they are introduced, Suelo finds out that she was actually at that commune.  The two started hitchhiking.

It was generally easier to get rides than before because he’s now with a woman, and they headed off to travel down the US seaboard.  At one point, though, in Pennsylvania, the two get stuck waiting been for a couple hours without getting a ride at all.  Flurries of snow were falling.  Again, he started to wonder, “Is this the Bad Thing?”  Finally, it hits him that:


the fifty dollars was not the cure for his anxiety, the fifty dollars was the cause of it.  The Bad Thing would happen, sure.  No amount of money, not fifty dollars, or a million, could keep it at bay.  Because after all, what was the worst Bad Thing?  Death.  Mortality.  The End of Time.  That was the thing he was afraid of.  But the Bad Thing came to everyone eventually, and when it arrived, not even money could buy it off.

Money perpetuated the fantasy of immortal earthly life, the illusion that we could determine the future.  Suelo was ready to reject this illusion once and for all.  The fifty dollars was merely keeping him from what he needed most: faith.



He took out his $50.  He got a postage stamp and a $20 bill and, because he’d never actually paid for the parking ticket he got back in Seattle, mails $20 back to his sister.  Then he took the remaining $30, left it in a phone booth, and walked away.  This is the dramatic moment that on page 1, that Sundeen called leaving his life savings in a phone booth and giving up money.

But actually, the next Spring, Suelo got a tax refund of $500, and decided he was back on money.  Staying in a commune in Georgia, he put a deposit on a driveaway car, and headed off back to Utah where he wanted to attend a wedding, surprising hitchhikers on the way by picking them up in a fancy Mercedes.

But he ditched the remainder of the money later “because it felt like a ball and chain”.

In fact, one of Suelo’s problems, if I can call it that, is that sometimes people give him money.  His initial policy was that he had to get rid of it by sunset and shouldn’t think about getting something he needed – if he spent it, he would just get himself something he would like.  Then sunset turned into sunrise whenever sunset wasn’t always a convenient deadline.  Finally, he decided that if he got money, he had to immediately give it away.

In fact, he ended up ditching hundreds of dollars, when he worked on a fishing boat for a second time, after he had quit money.  In this case, because knew someone who had a salmon boat and wanted to see the Bering Sea, he arranged with his friend for him to fly him up to Alaska and he worked on the salmon boat.

Word got around that there was this eccentric guy working for free, and it was actually kind of resented by the other workers.  Whether to limit this resentment or just from a feeling of guilt, and the end of season, his friend gave him $500.  Suelo took the money and hid it on the boat as they closed it up for the season.  In Anchorage on the way home, when he told his friend what he did, Suelo’s friend insisted on giving him another $200, which Suelo took and left in a bus shelter.

To me, this is someone that has really, really tried and finds that he really, really doesn’t want money around, the sort of person who might (and actually did) write on his blog, “I don’t see money as evil or good: how can illusion be evil or good?  But I don’t see heroin or meth as evil or good either.  Which is more addictive & debilitating, money or meth?”  For Suelo, the implied answer is money, or at least that the two are close.

4. How does he do it?  Where does he get food, clothing, shelter, etc.

Food

Apparently, it’s not hard for Suelo to find food.  Mark Sundeen writes:


In all my visits with Suelo over the course of two years, he never appeared hungry or the slightest bit worried about where his next meal was coming from.  Occasionally I cooked for him at my house or took him to a restaurant, but for the most part, he was the one feeding me.  When I packed food up to his cave, so complete was his hospitality that I sometimes forgot to break out the grub.  He had found his version of abundance.



So how?  Well, Suelo isn’t much of hunter, in case you were thinking that.  He does seem to eat berries a fair amount.  There were also a few main sources of food from town.  Although many of these only survive a few years, there were many around at the time the book was being written.

Dumpster diving is surprisingly productive.  When Sundeen went dumpster diving Suelo as part of writing the book, they found:


6 loaves Pepperidge Farm bread

2 bags bagels

1 bag of white potatoes

4 russet potatoes

1 box organic strawberries

2 packages raspberries

2 packages blackberries

1 grapefruit

7 packages sliced mushrooms

1 onion

1 squash

27 ears of corn



There are drawbacks – at one point in the book Suelo bites into some meat, and finds it tastes moldy, but this is a perfectly reasonable grocery haul.

Suelo is also willing to live off charity, as long as the charity is freely given.  He was a regular at a daily free lunch program in Moab, until it ended.  Also, there are work-for-food deals at a food Co-op in Moab and, for a time, at a farm in the area.  At one point, Moab even had an abandoned field of melons.  (Some landowner was expecting disaster once Obama took office and planted all kinds of stuff, but by the time to sow the field, the disaster had not occurred, and he wasn’t harvesting the field.)   There are just places to find food for Suelo because he is open to them.

Another thing to point out is that Suelo will, in a pinch, ask for food.  He has asked for leftovers in restaurants before, and usually people are actually happy to give him leftovers.  Sometimes, they’ll be angry and mean to him, but usually, it's the opposite.

Clothing

How to get clothing is not even mentioned.  I just had to bring this up because “food, clothing, and shelter” is the standard phrase.  My experience with poor people I’ve known is that it’s not an issue for them either.  It’s pretty easy to find donated clothing around.  Probably that’s also in dumpsters.  Particular brands of clothes, that’s a different thing, but not a necessity of life.  (Suelo is apparently kind of stylish, though.)

Shelter

He lives in a cave.  It is a 2-hour commute from town (by bicycle and foot), which is inconvenient, I’m sure, but not usual for America any more.

His cave house is free, but it’s illegal.  Initially, he just openly set up in a cave in an only occasionally visited area, leaving a note in his cave “Feel free to camp here. What’s mine is yours. Eat any of my food. Read my books. Take them with you if you’d like.” And visitors seemed happy with this.

But a ranger showed up and wrote him a ticket. For $120. And, of course, Suelo doesn’t use money. Or have an ID anymore – that would cost money.  So he went to court.  (The Ranger came back to give him a ride.  This is not like an arrest, this was just to help him from my impression.  People really seem to like Suelo and actually like to help him. He has a lot people doing this sort of thing.  I think part of why he gets this treatment is him just being matter-of-fact, and not confrontational about what he’s doing.)  The judge, not finding jail reasonable for a small offense, asked Suelo what the sentence should be. Suelo suggested community service at the women’s shelter that he again worked at (now as a volunteer), and the judge accepted.

He completed the community service and moved to a more hidden location. Suelo seems to have gotten good at hiding: he even lived homeless on a college campus (in a nature reserve on the University of Florida campus), on an island in Portland, Oregon, and he also moves when needed: he’s lived in about a dozen different caves near Moab.

Suelo also has a reputation as a good house sitter, and sometimes is just bouncing from one house sitting assignment to another.  Sometimes, when traveling, he’s gotten housing by just walking up to a church or monastery and asking.

Money

Maybe the ranger story makes you wonder if there are other times when authority demands money.  As far as I can tell, this hasn’t happened, even though Suelo has no ID.  Police have asked him what he’s doing when traveling on the road, he’s answered, “walking in America” and that seems to appeal to their patriotism and not cause a problem.

The only other time in the book that was kind of like this was when he got a hospital bill, and his volunteer work at the women’s shelter also came in handy that time as well.  He was visiting his brother, and while helping him build shelves, he accidentally gashed his thumb to the bone.  Suelo’s not a doctor, but he played one in South America, and would have given himself stitches, but his sister-in-law would have none of that plan, so she took him to the hospital.  This produced a $1,000 emergency room bill to pay (and a clean and stitched thumb).

And there’s still no honor in quitting money in debt.

Suelo arranged with the women’s shelter that they track his time like an employee but pay his wages directly to the hospital.  But when Suelo later decided to write the hospital a letter “asking if they thought it was ethical to charge one thousand dollars for seven stitches,” the bills stopped, and life went on with only about $400 paid.

Not so smooth Segway – let’s talk about Medical Care

There is a discussion of medical care, and it does seem as if he is more vulnerable if injured than he would be in normal life.  He is still friends with the homeopathic doctor.  He accepts free stuff as long as it’s freely given – and has received free eyeglasses and dental care.  (He was going without eyeglasses for a time, and he was willing to go like that forever and live in a nice, new pretty blurry world, but it was a problem that people that knew would get upset when he didn’t recognize them.)  He chipped a tooth in a Go-kart accident before he gave up money but didn’t get it fixed until later when he was off money and a dentist offered to do it for free.  (Painful teeth are sometimes a thing, but, apparently pine pitch fixes the pain – again not medical advice).

There is one story where, again, he actually thought he was going to die.  He’d eaten cactus before, but one particular type he tried made his heart race so much that he thought he’s going to have a heart attack.  He was so far out of town, he couldn’t even get to a hospital if he wanted.  So he lied down and wrote a note: “Well, life has been good, rich, and full.  I died happy.  Don’t worry about me.  We all die.  I ate some poison cactus.  I love everybody.”  After some rest, he woke up and barfed, after which he felt fine.

Etc.

Suelo has gotten into dances and concerts by having friends pay or by just telling the bouncer that he lives without money and asking to be let in. He travels a lot: freight train hopping isn’t brought up after the introduction, but hitchhiking seems common.  He has a lot of family and friends around the country, and they seem to be happy and honored to see him when visits. There’s lots of free events, especially when he lived on a university campus.

As part of his living without money, he sat in a tree in Oregon and successfully prevented a forest from being logged.  I imagine that there would have been more value in cutting the trees down and in turning them into wood products then there was by keeping them planted as trees, but I bring this up for its meta-level implications.  I, too, long for time to work on common good causes that don’t pay.

Mooch?

One of the things that people accuse Suelo of is being a mooch.  Suelo himself, doesn’t respond to this on the accuser’s terms.  His philosophy is that the human inclination to believe in obligation, credit, and debt is a failing to be overcome.

Sundeen, however, takes on the question and argues that Suelo is not a mooch, even accepting the terms of the accusation.  Quoting one of Suelo’s friends: “My estimate is that he [Suelo] gave back at least twice the value that he received,” listing “pet watching, tree pruning, car repairing, and spiritual counseling” as all things that Suelo does for free.

5. Return to the Motivation from 2022

As far as I can tell, just accepting and living without money, or least moving in that direction, is the most pleasant way that I can think of to plan for financial cancellation, although I’m still in a search mode.  In part, I’m just more outdoorsy than 90% of Americans.  Perhaps this is also laziness or, ironically, attachment to money since all other plans I’ve seen so far cost time and money in near term.

But there’s another problem with the alternatives.  Cash/Bitcoin/prepper bunkers are all things that can lead to suspicion from authorities – the very suspicion that could lead to the problems I want to protect against.

But I see an obvious downside on the societal level.  Suelo’s strategy doesn’t scale.  (Suelo seems to think his lifestyle does scale, but there isn’t much on this topic in the book.)  The only reason dumpster diving works out is because of the ratio of people living in the retail economy to the dumpster diving economy.  It might work for a canceled individual, but not a canceled society.

The gift economy works at Burning Man.  Maybe the Burning Man gift could be extended to a whole year, even though now it’s only a week long.  But even for that week, the gift economy can only get things from stores in San Francisco or Reno to Burning Man – I don’t think it’s reasonable that this so-called “economy” would ever get productive farms or factories or mines or transportation systems.  That was my prior coming in to the book, and the book has nothing to change my prior.

6. Epilogue

Because Suelo keeps a webpage and a blog and has a Wikipedia page, I know that in 2015, three years after the book was published, he moved back in with his aging parents who needed assistance due to their health, and, in that role, he has needed to go back to using money.  According to his web page, he would like to go back off money, and plans to do so when he is done caring for his mother, his only currently surviving parent.

In one sense, this is a failure in that he had to back on money, but I see this as a benefit to quitting money: this is exactly the sort of thing that most people wish they could do but can’t.  As with the tree sitting, Suelo’s lifestyle allowed him to be available when the need arose.
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(I told you he was stylish.)

https://www.amazon.com/Man-Who-Quit-Money/dp/1594485690






The Mathematics of Poker by Bill Chen and Jerrod Ankenman

Published in 2006, The Mathematics of Poker, by Bill Chen and Jerrod Ankenman, is a monumental poker classic.

And now I need to write more about it for this to qualify as a "book review". A genre I have hardly touched before. Is it just greed that propels me into this contest, with thousands of dollars to be won? Well, greed and poker seem like a natural couple — although one could argue that poker has a certain educational value as well. The game teaches decision-making under uncertainty (among other things). The young hotshots that dominate it these days are clearly highly intelligent; but even were one to travel back to the 1980s or 1990s and find a table of degenerate gamblers playing poker in some casino at four in the morning, the regulars among them, even those with little talent, would know that you can make a good decision and lose because of it. Had you made a worse decision, you would have won. Strange, but it can happen; it’s just that the probability for it to happen is low. These gambling types constitute a cognitive elite of sorts, understanding something important that many normal, reputable people fail to appreciate.

Defending poker as worthy is not the point of the book, though. What is the point? For one thing, as the title indicates, there is certainly mathematics there. The book looks in large parts almost like a maths textbook. If you hate equations, it is not for you — except perhaps to justify an interest in poker to someone else who thinks of the game as a pure gambling pastime like roulette, where there is no such thing as a good or bad decision in terms of expected value. Seeing a book like this might alert people that there must be more to poker.

So showing off is a notable use case of the book, but as long as you don’t hate equations and are into poker, actually reading it should be as well. (For those not into poker but ACX-style intellectually curious, I hope that the “philosophical” discussion further below could still be interesting.) More forbidding sections, think of integral signs taking over from plus and minus signs, are marked and can be skipped. Probability and expected value are crucial, naturally, but hardly foreign to the ACX readership and in any case introduced at the beginning. Now, let’s hone in further on the point. Consider two different reader profiles:


	The poker practitioner, in search of recipes for success at the tables.

	The poker philosopher, in search of understanding, which might also promote such success, albeit more indirectly.



One might think that here we have a book for the practitioners, who will find the formulae they are looking for. But in fact it’s the other way round. True, Chen & Ankenman, clearly skilled applied mathematicians and “very focused on the practical application” (page 5), throw quantitative techniques at whatever seems amenable, like economists do in their papers. Some of these topics I will skip completely here, such as win-rate estimates, bankroll-management issues, and also everything related to tournaments. But ultimately the authors have written “not a book about how to play poker. It is a book about how to think about poker” (page 8). This is really about insights more than about formulae. Thus if you hate equations and are not interested in showing off, what you could still actually do if you somehow stumble on the book is read just the “Key Concepts” at the end of each chapter, and gain something that way — in fact, starting with them and then following up on what seems interesting could be an efficient approach quite generally to the book. Moreover, a few sections, such as the excellent final chapter (out of 30), read like normal advanced poker-strategy texts, without all those equations.

Meanwhile, the chapter preceding it is devoted to the case of three players, rather than only two, and illustrates how the phenomenon of shifting implicit alliances causes the core methods from before in the book to no longer apply. But in real poker confrontations, there are often three or more players involved. This just underlines that pure practitioners are not the ideal audience. And in that regard, here is an additional consideration. The book had better not be centered around recipes for the practitioner simply because, considering the rapid advance in poker knowledge, it would be outdated! By contrast, many of its philosophical lessons, often derived from toy models, are timeless. The authors do try to apply their insights to real poker, of course; and their advice has broadly aged better than I might have expected given the year 2006; and their focus on game-theoretic equilibria as opposed to second-guessing the opposition’s strategy seems to have since become dominant among strong young players. Still, you can see the danger in the chapter on the "Jam-or-Fold Game", a type of scenario which actually does occur at real poker tables: the assumptions on page 137 (that rule out "limping" as a viable middle ground between jamming and folding) are superseded as far as I know.

Can we have an example of what I mean by “philosophical lessons”? In this review I will develop one particular aspect of the game a bit, position, and also add my own spin (so don’t rely on the following takes). Good poker players know that it is advantageous to “have position” on one’s opponents, i.e. to act after them. But why exactly? It’s obvious, many will answer. Most importantly, you know the opponents’ moves and can use that information when choosing yours. However, is it really so clear? I might imagine there to be an expensive buffet, so that I wouldn’t know any of the delicacies on offer. What to choose? Fortunately, I have position on the field. I watch what others choose, learning what is (especially) desirable — except that if this is a small buffet and there are lots of hungry people, having position is not at all what one wants!

Not the strongest of analogies, perhaps. But the point is that, generally in games, going first can well be an advantage. You can present the other players with a fait accompli. Take example 16.1 from the book, a toy poker game of two players and one betting round where folding is not allowed. The latter assumption models a limiting case where the given pot of contested chips in the middle is so huge that even with terrible cards you would want to stay involved, on the off-chance that your opponent’s are worse still. If in that no-fold game the player first to act just always goes all-in, regardless of cards, then the player with position obviously has no advantage.

To gain insight into real poker, we need to allow folding. Once we do that, the essence of poker is in place (as long as cards are hidden). Let’s say you have good cards, me bad ones, so you bet and I fold, so far so good. But if you have even worse cards, you can also bet and thus “smuggle” them past my merely standard-bad ones, thereby stealing the pot, using as cover the good cards that you could have as far as I am concerned. On page 121, Chen & Ankenman write that John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern solved this basic game and others in 1944 (for a standardized infinite deck of cards). So perhaps von Neumann was the first to explicitly write about, and calculate the game-theoretic value of, what I shall call here the “smuggling thing”.

From a basic scenario of one player doing the smuggling thing and the other defending, one can gradually move towards a fuller betting round, by letting both players have a go at betting and thus smuggling, then allowing raising, then allowing check-raising (i.e. not betting but then actually raising if the opponent bets), and more. Chen & Ankenman calculate the values of these games, for fixed bet sizes at least, and thus of these options — those are rather fundamental results if you are interested in poker as an abstract platonic concept.

They also examine Mike Caro’s “AKQ game” as the simplest model for the three levels of card strength I noted above. Ace is “good”, King is “bad”, Queen is “even worse”. The players get one card each, the third card remains unused. Notice that the problem card in a sense is not the queen, which can just be folded, without regret. Rather, it is the king. If you call with that, you risk paying off the ace. If you fold, you risk losing the pot, which “should” have been yours, to the queen. Meanwhile, if you are the one to bet, you execute the smuggling thing by betting when you have the ace but sometimes also when you have the queen. Or, in poker parlance, you bet “all your aces and some of your queens”. How many queens exactly can be calculated for given parameters, but we’re not concerned with numbers here. Of course, betting a queen is commonly known as a bluff.

We’re in a position now to look at position again. For simplicity, assume there is just one bet to be made, always all-in. In the book, this is toy game 15.1. Let’s imagine you have position on me. That means I am first to act and hence actually first to execute the smuggling thing. After which the game may already be over. Sounds good . . . but alas, whenever I get dealt the problem card, the king, betting would make no sense for me, so you still get your turn doing the thing. Worse, I cannot now have the ace with which I could happily catch your bluffs! For I would have bet with the ace! So your smuggling thing is more lucrative than mine was! Depending on the size of the pot, it may even make sense for me to forgo mine and use my aces to catch bluffs from you instead, so at least yours does not become extra-lucrative. Either way, I’m at a disadvantage. Well, I might be overcomplicating things, and the straightforward idea of position as informational advantage is basically just confirmed; but still, I feel like the issue has become clearer.

And then, once we introduce variable bet sizes and raising, there is a twist. Possibly the highlight of the book. Namely, the game-theoretic equilibrium includes me betting a king. Any readers who made it this far, please take a moment to appreciate how utterly crazy this is, on the face of it. Why would I ever bet a king? You either have the ace and happily collect my stupid bet; or you have the queen and can fold without regret! Indeed, Chen & Ankenman write they were quite convinced at first of having made a mistake, see page 170, when they came across this in their calculations.

Actually, can we not just formally prove that betting a king is bad. Is it not never worse, but sometimes better, to check over to you and call in case you bet? In other words, is betting a king not game-theoretically dominated by check-calling? But there’s a catch. I could be faced with a bigger bet from you than the one I would have made myself. So this proof does not work. Still, if I bet a king, then instead of betting big with your aces and some of your queens, you could just raise big with a similar card range, so how could my bet not be foolish?

I mentioned already that forgoing one’s smuggling thing can be the best strategy against the player with position. If I keep the threat of having an ace alive, my kings are less bluffable by your queens. But if my aces do want to be bet, in order to serve as cover for smuggled queens, then there is one reason to bet kings after all: to put them under the aces’ protective umbrella. Furthermore, these strategies, in games 15.2 and 15.3 in the book, bet fewer kings than aces, so the kings that are bet are protected by a bigger number of aces. Such majority protection cannot be had by passively checking everything. Bluffraise big against these kings at your peril. The other kings, those left behind, are even more vulnerable now, but somehow with the right bet size and frequencies it works out overall to reduce the positional disadvantage. The size won’t be too big, as we can gather from our failed proof attempt.

So much for position (and the AKQ game). What is notably still missing, compared to real poker, is to have more than just one round of betting. Further rounds are added in chapter 19, named “The Road to Poker”. It includes a classic and important result about how a betting line of “geometric growth of pot” can be the best strategy. That applies to a certain static scenario, however, “static” meaning that card holdings cannot improve between rounds. The next chapter looks for insight into dynamic scenarios. I found its beginnings very instructive, but its end less so, and from 20.3 onwards the examples are riddled with errors (on errors in general, more below). In any case, the gap between the toy examples and recipes for practitioners remains large. The complexity of real poker is just too big. Recent “solver” software tools are better at coping with it, but I lack the knowledge to expand on that.

In concluding this survey of some topics from the book, I note that the issue of bluffs/smuggling, which I called the “essence” of poker, does not exhaust the game. No-fold games still offer room for analysis, see chapter 16. Also, even if all the cards are exposed, some room remains. Not for a single betting round, obviously; and with two rounds, it amounts just to calculating whether the player who is behind has enough “outs” to improve for an engagement to be justifiable (if you fold because it’s not and then one of your rare outs does hit after all, that is a salient case of a good decision punished, mentioned at the beginning here). But with three rounds, things can already get surprisingly tricky, see chapter 7.

Hopefully I managed to convey an impression of what the book is about, and I recommend the book to the poker philosopher. A drawback should be mentioned, however, that does affect its value a little.

Start with the fact that quite a few of the intended subscripts in the formulae appear in the normal line, which lowers readability at best and creates confusion at worst. But there are also just so many inconsistencies, inaccuracies and mistakes. An errata compendium on the publisher’s website lists 22 errors that are already corrected in my copy, mostly successfully. Yet in my estimate there could be even ten times that number left, not counting harmless typos. I cannot help but wonder, what were the authors thinking? They must have known they have produced a classic in the field that will be in the spotlight. Were they not afraid of embarrassment? If your book is one for the ages, then people might enter book-review contests, for instance, and take shots at you for sloppiness, if perhaps secretly only in order to brag about how thoroughly they studied your book.

The authors may have found themselves simply too exhausted to polish the text, after years of work. But can that be the whole story? I’m asking since occasionally in calculations mistakes appear and then somehow disappear again. Almost as if, whenever faced with an implausible result, the authors just seized on any amendment that looked like it would restore plausibility. This kind of phenomenon reaches a peak on page 203, where they derive a value that is known in advance (from a more general formula) and get the result (b = 8/15) only after three independent mistakes of different types magically cancel out overall.

So that I have a backup for this strange grumpy end to my review, let me close by quoting “StMisbehavin”, from the poker community website Two Plus Two, who worked through the game-theoretic core part of the book, clearly with a deep understanding of the matter, and recorded a number of errors (including some I missed). Here is how StMisbehavin’s thread opens:


This book at once thrills and infuriates me. It thrills me in that it is the book I wish I had written myself. It infuriates me in that the little niggling errors — typographic and logical — drive me to distraction as I read it.








The Matter With Things by Iain McGilchrist

Why is this worth your time?

I think Dr. Iain McGilchrist is one of the most consequential minds of our times. Last month he published a monster 1,400 page book, The Matter With Things. It’s his masterpiece, and an attempt to comprehensively expand on a thesis that has changed my life.

As my notes alone are over sixty pages long, distilling this book down to any summary you’d have the patience to read is an exercise in futility. Instead I will explain what it means to me and why I think it’s so important. Reading it was like scaling a mountain; a worthy challenge rewarded with a stunning view from the top. I can’t show you the view, but I can tell you what I saw, and recommend you make the climb yourself.

This recent Rebel Wisdom interview is a great introduction to the book’s thesis and will probably be a good barometer of whether you’ll enjoy it. It has already tipped two people I love into finally understanding why I think his work is so revelatory.

The three parts of the book

The first part of the book discusses an imbalance between the hemispheres of our brain that he thinks has had a catastrophic impact on our lives and civilization. The second part discusses how we come to know anything at all about the world. It’s no exaggeration to say that it includes almost every idea about “thinking” that I’ve ever found meaningful, and several more. The third part is a much broader discussion about what we can know about anything. The book starts in the relatively dry foothills of neurology and ends in the cosmos. Hence this last part is virtually impossible to do any justice to in a space this small.

The [extremely simplified] thesis

There is a characterological difference between the hemispheres of our brain. Counter to pop psychology, both sides do similar things, but they do them in very different ways. Counter to scientific rebuttals, just because both sides can do similar things, doesn’t mean the way they do them isn’t radically important.

Moreover, there is an absolutely necessary tension between the two sides. McGilchrist likes to use the example of a bird. A bird uses its left hemisphere (LH) to identify if a grain is food or sand, while simultaneously using its right hemisphere (RH) to be on guard for predators. Narrow focus and broad focus, simultaneously and in balance. Without the narrow focus of the left, you can’t interact with the world and sort things into useful categories, without the right, you focus too narrowly and get eaten by a cat. [I outlined more details in my brief insights from The Master and His Emissary, a book McGilchrist wrote twelve years ago, that I first read two years ago and have thought about every single day since].
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Source: Getty Images.

The LH treats the world like a predator would; it locks onto something to chase it down and kill it. The primary tool we now use to manipulate the world is language, so that’s where it dominates.


“The left hemisphere has a much more extensive vocabulary than the right, and more subtle and complex syntax. It extends vastly our power to map the world and to explore the complexities of the causal relationships between things. This is surely its raison d’être, and it is valuable to a predator, at least in simple circumstances, where there are not many factors, as there almost always are once one starts taking the broader view.”



Like a child pulling the wings off a butterfly, the LH reduces things down to ingredients, so as to understand them and manipulate them, but it often kills what it touches. A joke isn’t funny when it’s explained. The world loses its magic when reduced to atoms. But most critically, mechanistic analysis of lines on spreadsheets fails to account for the way the whole system flows together. As I’ve written ad nauseam, this is a massive failing of reductionism and our analytical approach to inherently complex systems.

In a formulation which is staggeringly consistent throughout the book, the ideal is a Right => Left => Right transition. McGilchrist talks about the need for real world experience to originate in the right hemisphere, to be moved to the left for processing, but then returned to the right for synthesis into its global context. The musician hears a piece of beautiful music, deconstructs it into notes and learns it painstakingly, then eventually performs it intuitively. Problems emerge when we fail to do the essential final stage of putting the pieces back together.

The critical imbalance: The central idea of McGilchrist’s work is that of an imbalance between the hemispheres: the left should be the servant of the right, but it is now too often the master. McGilchrist illustrates why this is radically problematic. The LH has access to infinitely less information, yet tends to lie when faced with its own limitations.

Some LH stroke victims get the right side of their body knocked offline, and they are aware of the paralysis in their right arm. But if their RH gets knocked out, the remaining left hemisphere will categorically deny anything is wrong with their right side:


“They will deny completely that they have a paralyzed arm and if forced to move it, they will say “there, I just moved it,” while nothing moved. And if you bring the hand round in front of them and say “no, move that” they say, “Oh, that's not my arm that belongs to that man in the next bed” …. the left hemisphere has a very high opinion of itself, and the right hemisphere has a much more modest opinion of itself, which goes hand-in-hand with the fact that the right hemisphere is more intelligent, not just emotionally and socially more intelligent, but more cognitively intelligent than the left hemisphere.”



The left hemisphere is more competitive, but also less able to admit when it’s wrong.


“It should be stressed that the right-hemisphere [deficit] patients virtually never respond ‘I don’t know’ to an open-ended question. Instead, they generally contrive an answer – confabulating if necessary – in seeming indifference to the inappropriateness of the response."- Penelope Myers.

"In my opinion, it is the most stunning result from split-brain research … The right hemisphere does not do this. It is totally truthful.”- Michael Gazzaniga



A central problem is that the RH is comparatively mute. The LH, as its goal is power and control over the world, has greater usage of language, linearity, and logic. It is great at “grasping” things, breaking them down and working out how to use them, but it consistently misses the importance of the whole. Just because something is logical, consistent. and articulately expressed doesn’t make it true.

What does the hemisphere hypothesis tell us about thinking better? It’s pretty nuanced, but McGilchrist’s general take is easily anticipated: we have overemphasized reductive reasoning at the significant cost of intuition. I have read many, many books on how to use the LH to be more rational, use mental models, reduce cognitive biases, etc., but have seen relatively few on how to use the RH. The idea is to better see what lies beyond reason.


“Pascal, one of the greatest philosopher-mathematicians that ever lived, nonetheless said that ‘the ultimate achievement of reason is to recognize that there is an infinity of things which surpass it. It is indeed feeble if it can’t get as far as understanding that.’”



In The Master and his Emissary, McGilchrist talks about using reason to achieve a still higher “suprarationality” where it transcends its own limitations. Music is one such example:


"One might make a distinction between what is irrational (against reason) and what is ‘suprarational’ (beyond reason). Music might act as an everyday example of something very real, possessed of deep meaning, and not irrational, but suprarational.”



A sensitivity for the implicit, music, creativity, and the ability to recombine parts to see the whole is the specialty of the RH. Throughout Part 2, McGilchrist persuasively argues that:


“The right hemisphere is responsible for, in every case, the more important part of our ability to come to an understanding of the world, whether that be via intuition and imagination, or, no less, via science and reason.”



Again, there’s a necessary tension, but with the RH having overarching control and ideally the final say. The right can incorporate insights from the left, but the left can’t see what the right sees. Again- it’s Right/Left/Right in process:


“Reason alone will not serve. Intuition alone can be improved by reason, but reason alone without intuition can easily lead the wrong way. They both are necessary. The way I like to put it is that when I have an intuition about something, I send it over to the reason department. Then after I’ve checked it out in the reason department, I send it back to the intuition department to make sure that it’s still all right.”- Jonas Salk



As both sides can do a little of everything, it’s not only the LH that uses science and reason. But, as the two hemispheres do the same things in different ways, there’s a practical application to knowing when to use each side.


“Where the circumstances are familiar, the problem is determinate and explicit, the situation is congruent with one’s belief bias, and the presentation is lexical, there is a clear left hemisphere advantage in reasoning. But where the circumstances are unfamiliar, indeterminate or implicit, challenge one’s bias, or are not expressed in primarily lexical terms – or require interpretation in the light of context – there will be a critical role for the right hemisphere.”



Impact on civilization: It originally seemed implausible to me that an “internal” imbalance in our brains could influence and reflect our “external” world.

Now I see it literally everywhere I look. I clearly observe limited LH thought in myself and in people around me, as well as the way our modern world is shaped and treated. Cultures across time have myths that warn about the dangers of exactly the hemispheric imbalance we are currently experiencing. In both ancient Greece and Rome, it heralded the collapse of their civilizations. John Glubb’s theory of civilizations found that they last on average two hundred and fifty years, and the “age of intellect” typically arrives just before a collapse. The period of most separation and disengagement from our environment also makes us the most fragile. McGilchrist thinks we’re now at urgent risk of it happening again.

McGilchrist is particularly taken with an ancient Iroquois myth, but a familiar contemporary example is Disney’s The Lion King. The overtly intellectual brother Scar overthrows the king Mufasa, and the result is the deterioration of the entire environment; Pride Rock becomes a barren wasteland.

Perhaps most worryingly, McGilchrist draws a very convincing parallel between modern society and the symptoms of autism and schizophrenia. Both of which seem to be relatively recent conditions, emerging post industrialization.


“Excessive abstraction has been described as ‘probably at the source of cognitive deficit in schizophrenia’ – living in the map, not the world: words that refer only to other words; abstractions that become more real than actualities; symbols that usurp the power of what they symbolise: the triumph of theory over embodied experience. I believe there are resonances here with academic trends in the humanities, with scientism, and even with the world-picture of the average Western citizen.”



This observation seems to have a lot of common-sense evidence going for it. It’s curiously reflected in the structure of the world we inhabit. Modernity is filled with grids and straight lines, features totally absent in nature. We exist separated from our immediate environment, with our lives increasingly mediated by screens and digital abstractions. Everything we value; intimacy, friendship, community is now provided in digital form, but with all the nourishment removed. We are already living in a simulation. Our focus is on safety, power, and control, yet we’ve never felt so disconnected. If the LH could invent a world, it would surely look a lot like this.

Why is any of this important to us as individuals? Carl Jung believed personal transition back from “ego” (LH) to “self” (RH) was the meaning of life. Yet again we see the Right/Left/Right formulation: we go from naïve children in the flow, to powerful but disconnected adults, ideally back to the flow again. But this time with an increased appreciation for the whole.

The “hero’s journey” that is the dominant story of almost every human culture alludes to this transition as the path to individual and societal renewal. Neuroanatomist Jill Bolte Taylor suffered arguably the world’s most famous left-hemisphere stroke. Her original viral TED talk describes the bliss and oneness she experienced as her left-hemisphere was knocked offline. She explicitly agrees with the hero’s journey parallel in her recent book Whole Brained Living:


“In the language of the brain, the hero must step out of his own ego-based left-brain consciousness into the realm of his right brain’s unconsciousness. At this point the hero feels connected to all that is, and is enveloped by a sense of deep inner peace.”



The link between the individual and society is slightly clearer in this context; correcting the imbalance is our brains restores our harmonious relationship with the flow of life.

In fact, as the book unfolds, McGilchrist makes a surprisingly persuasive case that the RH is in relationship with values, truth, reality, life, flow, and everything of ultimate value. But, perhaps even more usefully, allows you to identify the kind of LH thinking that hinders you from directly experiencing it.


“All that matters most to us can be understood only by the indirect path: music, art, humour, poems, love, metaphors, myths, and religious meaning, are all nullified by the attempt to make them explicit.”



McGilchrist relates this back to what the Navajo called “seeing with soft eyes.” The analogy I always think of is one of those “magic eye” pictures where you could only see the whole image by relaxing your eyes. Then when you re-focused it would disappear again.

The somewhat practical personal takeaway for me is the importance of subtle attention. If narrow LH attention sees and knows little, lies, and doesn’t even know what it doesn’t know, we certainly shouldn’t be using it to direct our lives. Instead we need to use the RH for our exploratory growth.

Thus you’re left with the paradox what we can’t pursue anything we love too directly. Instead let go of the tiller and follow our bliss. That way we have a chance of participating in the flow of unfolding that the RH is directly in relationship with.

Finally- eight ideas that stood out

Again, this isn’t a summary, just some resonant ideas and illustrations.


Notes


[1]

Anger. This is one of the most strongly lateralised of all emotions, and it lateralises to the LH. “What is striking is that anger, irritability, and disgust stand out as the exceptions to right hemisphere dominance, fairly dependably lateralising to the left hemisphere.” Hence whenever I get angry, or see others getting angry, I almost invariably notice it’s a reaction to a threat to the individual ego. It is now a staggeringly useful tool for self-knowledge.



[2]

Intuition and pattern recognition. Expert intuition can be incredibly powerful. After only a couple of seconds, chess Grandmasters can nearly perfectly memorize the location of pieces on board. But their advantage over non-experts disappears if the board layout is random and has no relationship to an actual game of chess. Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking Fast and Slow has always felt subtly wrong, so there’s a very satisfying critique in the book: “As far as ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ thinking goes, jumping to conclusions (LH) is fast, but so is flawless intuition (RH); following algorithms is slow (LH), but so, at least relatively speaking, is acting as devil’s advocate (RH).”



[3]

Paradox. Often a paradox is a way of directly illustrating the tension between the two ways our brains view the world. Cooperation and competition. The LH provides competition, the RH cooperation. “the right hemisphere is engaged in social bonding and empathy, the left hemisphere in social rivalry and self-regard.” That resistance is necessary for there to be creativity. “Resistance in nature is the cause of suffering, but, by the very same token, of creativity. According to Paul Cilliers, a philosopher of complex systems, ‘for self-organisation to take place, some form of competition is a requirement.’” Hence we need the resistance provided by the LH. The nuance, yet again, is the fact that competition works locally but cooperation works globally. It’s Right, Left, Right again.



[4]

The immense power of myth, imagination and metaphor. McGilchrist repeatedly and adamantly emphasizes the power of implicit myth, metaphor, and imagination. It reaches back from abstract language to the world; it bridges the hemispheres. “It is metaphor alone (the word itself is a metaphor: it means one that ‘carries across’) that can carry us across the apparent gap between language and the real lived world. ‘The greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor [a combiner of ideas]. It is the one thing that cannot be learnt from others; it is also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars’.- Aristotle”



[5]

The dangers of following scientific orthodoxy. Well into the 1980s, human infants were operated on without anaesthetic. The scientific consensus was that they couldn't feel pain because they couldn't verbalize it. "Their screams were just the creakings of a machine." We might be committing the same atrocity with other species due to a related flawed logic.



[6]

Flow and boredom. In the LH existence, especially for schizophrenics, time gets sliced and loses its flow. One likened the experience to the movie Groundhog Day. As McGilchrist puts it “Life becomes lifeless – boring: a very modern concept (the word arose only in the eighteenth century, and is associated with a disengagement from the world which began with the Enlightenment). …. In contrast, in full RH engagement, “When you are properly in the flow you do not experience time passing because you are flowing with it. But it is there all the same in the flow.”



[7]

Embodiment: This seems like a critical missing piece for the rediscovery of our connection. It will not be surprising that it’s a RH trait. “It is widely accepted in clinical neurology that the right hemisphere is specialised for perception of the body… A meta-analysis shows that it is the right hemisphere that predominates in receiving and interpreting information from the heart.”

The book closes with a story related by a member of the Swiss Parliament Lukas Fierz:

“Jung told us about his encounter with a Pueblo chief whose name was ‘Mountain Lake.’ This chief told him, that the white man was doomed. When asked why, the chief took both hands before his eyes and – Jung imitating the gesture – moved the outstretched index fingers convergingly towards one point before him, saying ‘because the white man looks at only one point, excluding all other aspects’.”

Later in life, Fierz met a successful industrialist, self-made billionaire and significant adversary of his Green Party movement in Switzerland.

“I asked him what in his view was the reason for his incredible entrepreneurial and political success. He took both hands before his eyes and moved the outstretched index fingers convergingly towards one point before him, saying ‘because I am able to concentrate on only one point, excluding all other aspects’. I remember that I had to swallow hard two or three times, so as not to say anything …”

In McGilchrist’s own words, he wrote the book because he wants to take people to a place where they see a different viewpoint that is new, but not alien. He often hears that readers intuitively know that his perspective is true, but haven’t had it articulated to us in this way before. That has been my experience.

Postscript: some personal views on how to read the book. Adele made Spotify remove the shuffle button from her new album to make sure it was listened to in the order she intended. I’m broadly in agreement with that view when it comes to really important books. But, I also appreciate not everyone has the time or inclination to read a book of this length. McGilchrist himself suggests it can be dipped in and out of. If you’ve already read The Master and his Emissary, you can get by reading the summaries of the chapters in Part 1. This section is a pretty challenging read. My personal take on Part 1 is that he’s probably spent so long defending his thesis that every five pages there’s a staggering insight, and 4 pages of studies and proof. This makes it dangerous to skim. I would recommend you read the final chapter of Part 1 on the relationship between schizophrenia and autism and the character of the modern world. For the remainder, I wouldn’t skip a single page of Parts 2 and 3. The intimidating length of the book obviously makes me sad that a great number of people will be deterred from reading it. Especially as he says it’s so long because he wanted it to be comprehensible to anyone with a relatively basic understanding of the vast breadth of deep concepts he covers.






The Mirror and the Light by Hilary Mantel

A few necessary remarks before I start: this is the third in Hilary Mantel's "Wolf Hall" trilogy of novels about Thomas Cromwell, the blacksmith's son who clawed his way up to become the fixer at Henry VIII's court, eventually reaching the position of Principal Secretary and Chief Minister to the King and Chancellor of the Exchequer. Henry granted him the earldom of Essex and this was the high point of his fortunes. His fall was as swift as the falls of previous favourites of Henry.

I hadn't read the previous two novels because, to be blunt, I dislike Cromwell while Mantel is a superfan of the guy (I'm pro-Katherine of Aragon and Thomas More in the whole sorry mess of the king's marriage). I only read this novel because it deals with Cromwell's fall from grace, hence it was spite-reading. So, declarations of bias given, how's it going?  Well, having finished this, I went on and bought the other two novels to see the full story, at least according to Mantel.  Then I went and bought a couple of biographies of Cromwell, to get a view of the man distinct from Mantel’s fan worship.  And after that, I went on to a couple of biographies of Henry VIII, because he is the sun around whom all these characters orbit.

As regards this volume, I enjoyed it immensely. Mantel has Cromwell refer to himself in the third person, which is pretty weird (and often requires her to add in some clarification when there's a group of men talking and she has to use "he, Cromwell" so you know which "he" is speaking at that moment). It starts off with the immediate aftermath of Anne Boleyn's execution (her head is off and the body has hit the floor) and we get the reactions of various parties to this, including the scheming before the blood has even dried involved in jockeying for favour. The king has a new wife lined up and is only waiting to hear "yes, your ex is dead" before he marries again. Cromwell thinks he is now riding high on the pig's back and is being a jerk about it.

Well, that's how he strikes me. I don't know if it's intentional or not, Mantel being such a stan for Cromwell, and I do wonder if she's trying to set it up so that later on she will present these moments as "See how his vindictive enemies turned the king's mind against him using such harmless trivial details!" but in practice it reads as Cromwell getting several friendly warnings and deliberately ignoring them because he thinks he is so high in the king's favour (he has just come from witnessing Anne Boleyn having her head lopped off, someone else who thought she was so high in the king's favour and yet look what happened to her, so he should not be this cocky and confident!)

Cromwell has made enemies and is happily making new ones, secure in the knowledge that he is untouchable because of his closeness and utility to the king (any hints that the king could be fickle in his favour and turned against him are brushed aside). For someone who Mantel portrays as clever, tricky, a skilled diplomat and gifted linguist and subtle in how he manipulates language and occasions, Cromwell does a lot of stupid things in these first two chapters. Pissing off the reluctant allies who helped you bring down Anne Boleyn is not a wise thing to do, and the impression it leaves is both that Cromwell is someone who will break his word, and someone who is careful not to give his word because he knows he's going to break it. This makes the preachy tone Mantel adopts towards several other characters very ironic.

Cromwell of all people, having helped engineered Anne's downfall, should be well aware of Henry's temperament and how he goes from "my best pal!" to "off with his/her head!" - Wolsey, More, Katherine, his daughters, Anne - just a selection of the wreckage he left behind of people who were, or who should have been, closest to him. And yet Cromwell and his protégé/nephew, even while talking amongst or to themselves about how the Boleyns swaggered it before their downfall and are now replaced by the Seymours who are swaggering in the same way due to their new fortunes, are behaving exactly like the overbearing and overconfident king's in-laws. Richard, Cromwell's nephew, behaves like a thug in these pages so far:


‘Do you think these people brought the Boleyns down so you could be cock of the walk?’

‘Yes,’ Richard says. ‘That’s exactly what we think. It may not have been their intention. But we aim to make that the result.’



There's a lot of joking and flippancy about the entire matter of Henry's marriages (three to date) and his ability - or lack of it - with women, so nobody in the entire court seems to be convinced that their king is suffering so terribly in his marital travails. Amusingly, Mantel comes across as somewhat of a cliché Little Englander in her portrayal of the few foreigners we meet at first in the book; the Imperial Ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, is presented as being unable to speak English fluently or indeed adequately for his position, despite spending years in England (something I take leave to doubt, given that he was the Imperial Ambassador and seems to have been perfectly capable of learning other languages). Cromwell, by contrast, the boy from Putney, is a skilled multi-linguist fluent in French and other tongues.

So I was looking forward to seeing Cromwell reap what he has sown when he falls off the tiger's back eventually and all the missteps that he is merrily making in these first chapters come back to bite him in the backside. I decided to indulge in reading the previous two novels of the trilogy, as I was very curious to see how Mantel handles the character of Thomas More (and events such as the execution of the Carthusian monks), since from reviews I've read she very much puts down More in order to build up Cromwell as the guy who is always in the right, who does regrettable things against his will but is forced to do so by his loyalty to the king, his devotion to the new age of progress that is going to come once all the bad old things have been swept away, and the intransigence of his opponents who will insist on what they maintain are principles, rather than bending in compromise as Cromwell would wish them to do in order to preserve their lives. It particularly sticks in my craw that Cromwell goes from "we never wanted this to happen" about Anne's execution to, moments later, talking about how she was malicious and wicked, and the way that the testimony of incest and adultery is treated as "well it was all true" rather than "we extracted what we wanted to hear from people who we subtly threatened would also end up in the Tower if they didn't sing like birds and tell us what we wanted to hear". And yet Cromwell is supposed to be the man of principle while others are motivated by vanity and pride and other vices.

The further I read, the more I wondered about the real historical Cromwell. The guy here is omnicompetent (after being a teenage soldier in Italy and getting chewed up and spat out by that, he then became a cook in the Frescobaldi household and, decades later, is still mentally improving the recipes his own household cook devises; he is teaching himself Classical Greek and is interested to hear a Portuguese ambassador can speak Arabic; he knows art better than the painter - Hans Holbein in this case - and it's down to Cromwell that we get the iconic positioning of Henry in the famous portrait: had Cromwell not instructed him to do so, Holbein would not have painted Henry facing the viewer and once the portrait is done, Holbein is suitably overawed by how Cromwell's suggestion is so great; and so forth) but seems to have no friends - he has protégés and a circle of young(er) men around him (and with the gossip/heavy hinting from people that he should remarry, it's a wonder Mantel never thought to have malicious rumours about Cromwell maybe likes boys better floating around from his enemies) but the closest thing to a friend seems to be Chapuys, the Imperial ambassador, and that more in the sense of "honoured enemy who, because we are both doing the same job, knows what my professional life is like and the constraints".

Even his allies are tenuous, not least because as I said this version of Cromwell is good at appearing to promise something in return for aid and then afterwards going "Did I say that? I said nothing, I'm quite sure" and leaving you dangling in the wind. He misses chances to make allies (e.g. with his treatment of Norfolk, whom he seems to first spare and then leave out in the cold on political whim) and the way it's presented is because of his inferiority complex about his humble origins - yes some of them openly sneer about him being a commoner, but the pragmatic Cromwell should know that you don't have to personally like your ally to have a successful alliance.

He's a very powerful man, but he has no friends/allies/supporters who are in a position of strength to back him up - he's pulled himself up by his own bootstraps, the only man he seems to acknowledge any kind of debt towards is Wolsey who is long dead, and the king is certainly not his friend, no matter how "hail fellow well met" he may act with him - already, the cracks in Henry's patience are showing and this is before the débacle with Anne of Cleeves. Cromwell is isolated and is not strong enough to survive Henry's wrath on his own, and you can see disaster looming. Even this Cromwell has some notion of the king's fickleness and that he should be prepared to get out of Dodge fast, but he is too busy making grand plans about new houses and what he'll do when he gets his hands on the former Launde Abbey for himself to dwell in (he never did, being executed for treason but his son got it).

Speaking of abbeys, the treatment of religion is disappointing to me so far. Cromwell is set up as a great exponent/defender of the pure Gospel, yet despite some lip-service to how once the mean old pope and superstition is done away with, everything will be rosy in the religion garden, one of the ironies here (there are so many, you could set up a foundry) is that Anne Boleyn was also so reputed, yet it didn't stop her and Cromwell from getting into a bitter life-or-death fight that ended with Cromwell helping to bring about her execution. There's a lot of flannel, to be blunt, involved in what Mantel has Cromwell thinking on the subject; we get much more about what he doesn't believe (mainly along the lines of "popery bad, pope bad, king head of church good") rather than what he does. He wants a Bible in English but is very cloudy on what this will mean (he appreciates Tyndale's piety but deplores his intransigence - this version of Cromwell is very big on 'well just nod your head and agree with what the state asks of you').

That's terribly close to "offer the pinch of incense to Caesar" which seemingly never strikes him or anyone else. I honestly don't know if Mantel is deliberately dropping these little plums in with a knowing glance sideways at the reader to get them, or if she is not aware of the contrasts between the situations Cromwell is setting up or involved in and the contrast between what he is saying and doing. Having looked up Wikipedia, I see that she's ex-Catholic and that explains a lot - she knows about what her childhood faith was but nothing about what a Protestant of that time would be, so she is strong on "boo Catholic ritual and practice!" but has nothing to go on to show what a (presumably) convinced Protestant would think/do. There's little to nothing of Cromwell practicing his religion, nothing much in the way of prayer, I don't recall him attending services, and certainly for all his talk of liturgy and Scriptures in English, no reading of those Scriptures. Yet the historical Cromwell was Protestant with Lutheran inclinations (more Reformed than those of his master the king) and alleged Evangelical sympathies. For Mantel's Cromwell, religion is primarily a matter of a power struggle between the authority of the king and the pope, and actual belief is some rarefied notion of "people will now have God in their heart". A very tidy arrangement: you can keep your notion of God tucked away in the privacy of your own mind while the outward physical acts, deeds and speeches required of you is all for whatever the wishes of the particular monarch of the day may demand of you.

It was very satisfying to see Cromwell getting his comeuppance, I’m not going to lie about that; I was slightly disappointed not to get the view from Henry/his enemies' side, but of course writing this from Cromwell's perspective we don't know what he doesn't know. Mantel puts it that the Cleves affair was just the cherry on top of the entire cake of "uh-oh you are on the way out" - and certainly her Cromwell overplays his hand there - and that Henry seems to have regretted the downfall of Wolsey/displaced the blame onto others (as usual).

I think I agree with the conclusion that Cromwell had simply become too powerful and Henry mistrusted that (using the history with Wolsey as an excuse? really believed? That Cromwell bore him a grudge for that and feared him). I did like the little contrasts where Cromwell is telling himself and others that More's mistake was to think he knew Henry's mind/could guide Henry's conscience and they shouldn't fall into the same trap, but then he falls into it himself. And complaining to himself that Henry (who by now is nearly fifty years old) is like a child who expects to get everything he wants - well, guy, you spent your entire career getting him what he wanted and indulging his whims, why do you think he behaves like that?

Cromwell's end comes fast - Henry is brutal like that, and you see traces of what Elizabeth his daughter will be like when she comes to reign. Elizabeth famously wavered about the fate of Mary, Queen of Scots, and signing her death warrant (which she eventually did). Henry runs away when he's finished with someone - his queens, his ministers, his former bestest pals ever - and turns his back on them, then later is all regrets (and putting the blame for it on others). Pinning your hopes on "if I can only talk/write to him" is useless since he avoids all chance of this. Cromwell knows this, tells himself that hoping for a last-minute change of mind is useless, yet human nature being what it is, he can't help slipping into that himself at times. He scrabbles about with "if I can only survive for these next few weeks, they will need me. The king will need me, the councillors will need me, because without my hand on the tiller they will get into a series of crises and I'm the only one who can sort that out. If I can convince them/Henry to let me live this little while longer, they'll see it and I'll be restored". Not going to happen: his enemies want him dead, he has no allies because he drove away/failed to make them, and the king doesn't like being reminded he is not the one doing the ruling and besides, when Henry is tired of you, that is it: he wants you gone, no second chances, and do it fast.

Cromwell goes to what he thinks is going to be an ordinary, if fraught, council meeting and ends up arrested while the other councillors strip away his symbols of office by force, is brought to the Tower (where he has sent others in his time) and the show trial begins. Except he doesn't even get a trial, because his work in bringing in handy little bills of attainder where you can be accused of and convicted of treason in one go work his downfall as he has worked the downfall of others. The 'interrogations' (questioning sessions) are only a figleaf, to scrape together some excuse to accuse him of treason (rather than "Henry got tired of him for failing to make everything happen by magic, but wants to keep his image as a good king rather than a tyrant") and follow the pattern he himself has used in this novel (and doubtless in the preceding ones). From the other side of the desk, yes it does sound ridiculous that jokes, casual conversation, and the colour of your clothes can bring you down, but he used a piece of embroidery as evidence when working against Margaret Pole, Countess of Salisbury, so it's turn about is fair play. Everything that happens to him is exactly what he did to others, the machinery he constructed how to do it, and how he trained his subordinates to do it (the ones now turning on him). So poetic justice, indeed.

I liked this book more than I thought I would. I didn't come away liking Cromwell, but I didn't expect to. I did like how his end was a product of his very success, and how the machinery of entrapment and destruction that he helped create was then used against him. I can't feel sorry for him, because he dug this pit himself: a guy so big on having the Bible in English should have remembered Proverbs 26:27 " Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein: and he that rolleth a stone, it will return upon him." Cromwell's mistake, Mantel seems to say, was falling prey to the same misapprehension all the others did: maybe Henry turned on these people, but I'm different, I understand how to handle him. Even Cromwell, for all his cunning and cleverness, for all his telling himself not to fall for that, in the end was blinkered by his own ambitions.

Mantel ties up the ending neatly with the return to the beginning: at the start, we get Cromwell in the immediate aftermath of witnessing Anne Boleyn's execution, and the great haste that Henry gets married to Jane Seymour practically within hours of that. At the end, as Cromwell himself is mounting the scaffold, we are told (in end notes) that Henry was marrying Catherine Howard the same day. This has been the pattern of Henry's reign and the fate of those he took up, used, then discarded when he tired of them. Even the Earl of Essex (as Cromwell ended, and as he thought was such a sign of the king's favour to him it meant he was protected) couldn't escape that pattern.

My recommendation? Don't read this trilogy for history but do read it for entertainment!  I dislike Cromwell, but this book managed to convince me to hunt up more books about him so that I could get a better grasp of his character.  I still lean towards disliking him, but I have some sympathy for the position he found himself in: he had to cling on to the tiger’s back as best he could, because falling off meant utter destruction.

Unfortunately for Cromwell (though he did contribute to his own downfall), everyone eventually falls off.

And what of Henry VIII, the absence which is so vivid and so compelling at the heart both of these novels and in reality?  As I said, I eventually went on to biographies of Henry to try and get a picture of who he was.  But he remains as elusive as smoke.  For one thing, he (or those after his death in a position to do so) left very little documentary evidence behind.  We get little to no idea of what Henry the man was like, for the lack of something personal written down.

This means that everyone can interpret him their own way, and they have done: a man’s man; a mama’s boy; someone clever but lazy and willing to let others run the country for him while he indulged in his favourite pastimes; a capable, wily king who was on top of everything and often surprised those who thought they were in charge with his knowledge of affairs; someone with a romantic, outdated view of the past who was living in his own personal historical re-enactment; someone who was modernising England and its government; a petulant, selfish brute; a cultured, witty prince; a great builder, who copied modern European architecture and taste to revitalise English culture; a monarch of a small island who claimed imperial privileges – the images tumble about like a kaleidoscope and we come away with no real insight into who this man, this king was, this master of such capable servants, this Pantalone who was pulled hither and thither by the noble families dangling their nubile daughters before him to catch his wandering fancy.

Henry is the constant presence in all three books, as Cromwell works hard to gain his favour, to climb the ladder of advancement, and to serve Henry in his personal desires and what is best for the realm.  Henry takes full advantage of Cromwell’s energies, abilities, and scheming to take on more responsibilities, but in the end it is Henry who has made Cromwell and the other New Men, and it is Henry who is the little god of their world: what the Lord has given, the Lord has taken away.

Cromwell sometimes ruminates on More’s advice – “If you follow my advice, you shall, in your counsel-giving unto his grace, ever tell him what he ought to do but never what his is able to do . For if a lion knew his own strength, hard were it for any man to rule him” – but does not seem to have been able to use it to save himself.  The impression I get from Mantel is that Cromwell considered himself a lion-tamer.  Biographies of him tend to palliate his actions in the service of the king with “Well, what else could he do but go along with what the king wanted? It would have been his head otherwise”.

Henry is the fascinating, maddening enigma: genuinely gifted, intelligent, capable, but sinking under the burdens of age, ill-health, disappointed hopes, and self-pity.  His worst tendency is to displace blame on everyone but himself, then swing round like a weathercock later and change his mind.  Or does he do that on purpose?  How much is petulance and unreasonableness and how much is calculated to keep everyone around him uncertain and walking on eggshells so that they will never be quite sure they are safe?

The King of Six Wives, with executed former favourites at every step of the way.  The Henry that even Mantel’s Cromwell cannot, in the end, fathom, and to whom he addresses in the final extremity his last, desperate, unsuccessful plea:


Most gracious Prince, I cry for mercy, mercy, mercy.
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The Monty Hall Paradox

Why is the Monty Hall problem so counterintuitive?

I assume that most readers are familiar with this paradox, but, in case you don’t know about it, here it is:

In a TV game, there is a prize (a car) hidden behind one of three closed doors. The other two doors contain goats because our decadent western culture doesn’t value goats any more. You try your luck and pick one door. Before opening your door, the host opens another door, revealing a goat! Then he asks you if you want to go on with your choice or switch to the remaining door. What do you do? Think about it then look up the solution on the Wikipedia article.

Done? Now I’ll tell you about the first time I encountered this thing. I was at a Physics summer camp. At dinner, one guy is running the show by flabbergasting us with all sorts of counterintuitive trivia. Like, did you know that whenever you copy a file the computer introduces thousands of errors in the copy? Then he starts telling about this survival puzzle where you have two doors and there is a tiger behind one of them. He asks: what door do you choose?

Me: …

No ok wait there are three doors, and one leads to the tiger. And one leads to the goat. No wait wait I have it there are two goats, one tiger, you are about to open the first door, but your dumb comrade that never agrees opens the second door and finds a goat. The weird fact is that now you should switch to the third door if you want to find the tiger!

Weren’t we trying to_avoid_ the tiger?

Ahahah I’m dead then—uhm—yes well it’s the same it means you have to go on with the first door, but now you are more sure it does not contain a tiger. And this just by opening an unrelated door with a goat.


I don’t believe this. Our choices are not related in any way to the true tigerness of the doors, so it should make no difference if, excluded the second door, I switch between the first and third.



I know, I know, it’s paradoxical, but it works for real! Because: the total amount of tigerness in the first door is still 1/3 from before, but the tigerness in the third door is 1/2 now, so the first is safer.


I’m still not convinced. This is about probabilities, so imagine repeating the situation many and many times over, each time assigning the tiger to a door at random. Excluded the unlucky to order 0 cases in which the dumb friend meets death immediately, by symmetry the times where the tiger was in the first door are as many as those where it was in the third, because we can relabel the doors switching 3 and 1 without this affecting the randomness of the assignment.



Mmmmm I’m not sure, you want to avoid the tiger in your once-in-a-lifetime specific situation, it does not make sense to think about what you would do in a hypothetical repetition. I think you should compute probabilities in the way I showed you, directly with what you know at each step of the game.


No, because by the law of large numbers, the probability is the relative number of times something happens if you imagine repeating it infinite times. So if the result is different, there must be something wrong in your reasoning.



Ok… if you invoke the law of large numbers, I think it’s powerful enough to dispel the paradox.

Whiz reader quiz: was the avoid tiger version equivalent to the original achieve car version? Spoiler: not at all, the trick doesn’t work any more! Think about it then read the Wikipedia article, without skimming this time!

[Dear anonymous dinner time storyteller: I’m doing an injustice to you. An injustice because probably you told the paradox in the correct way for it to be a paradox instead of the wrong way I’m retelling it such that I happen to be right. Moreover, I never made such well rounded arguments involving symmetries and probabilities, I just shouted “BUT LAW OF LARGE NUMBERS!!!” But, you see, now I have piled academic credentials over academic credentials, my path is strewn with the dead bodies of squirrels, and I can write my version of the story on a popular blog for everyone to read and laugh about your stupidity. WHO CONTROLS THE TIGER NOW?]

Now that the filler story intended to stop the reader from easy-peeking the solution is over, we can resume with what Pearl has to say about the paradox. The most important thing is:


Paul Erdos, one of the most brilliant mathematicians of modern times, likewise could not believe the solution until a computer simulation showed him that switching is advantageous.



This is extremely important because not getting Monty Hall’s paradox kept a dent in my pride for a long time and now, thanks to Pearl, I can say “not only PAUL ERDOS himself got it wrong, he wanted to see EXACTLY THE SAME THING I wanted, an infinite repetition of the experiment.” (Yes, I know, it was already in the Wikipedia article, but I wasn’t reading the English Wikipedia article at the time, you anglo-entitled colonizers!)

Now that my honor is reestablished, we can look at minor details, like understanding the paradox.

Pearl argues that the paradoxical quality of this problem stems from the instinctive tendency of humans to search for causal explanations. “My arbitrary choice of door cannot cause the car to switch door!” Yet the probability changes, without involving any causation. It’s just probabilities, and your brain isn’t wired to weigh plausibility under uncertainty, it’s wired to blame people, which involves finding the cause of something such that you can put blame on it. There are other important details that matter, like in the tiger example above where it’s indifferent to switch door due to a slight modification of the problem, but the reason why the result appears strongly counterintuitive to many people, even when given unambiguously the correct statement, must reside in how we innately tend to represent the situation in our mind.

I could go on Pearlsplaining all this stuff with causal diagrams, like I planned many years ago. But then I thought: who cares? I mean, people who really care will read Pearl’s book anyway. Probably the serious one instead of the dummy version I’m reading because I’m lazy. So, how do I actually explain this stuff in a way that appeals to people who would probably never spoil their free time reading a math textbook?

I was wondering about this while walking in the woods at sunset, and as usual I started a mental dialogue with an imaginary interlocutor. So this interlocutor wanted to know what was I talking about, and I started explaining all things about arrows of causation, confounders, etc. As I explained he interrupted continuously asking all sorts of mischievous mathematical questions aimed at finding a crack in any step of my reasoning, so at some point I realized I was imagining a synthesized version of my university friends or maybe myself. But, who would want to discuss with a persnickety fake Physicist? So I switched to imagining a nice girl, a mythical creature appearing in the narrations of those brave people who ventured outside of the Physics department and managed to come back, who in the stories always listens to everything you want to say, and then in the end always pats you on the head and says you are a “good little mouse.”

The imaginary girl—the image of whom was just a faint ghost in my mind because nobody can see its true appearance and survive, they say—dutifully listened to my ramblings, without ever interrupting. But this turned out to be a double edged sword, because at some point I could sense I was losing her! She was getting bored! What a new, difficult kind of daunting task I had set myself up to… I had to keep entertained an idealized girl! How to accomplish this? I ran the squirrels hard and got some ideas about it; putting in some effort, finally I managed to produce a dialogue with a girl explaining Pearl’s version of the Monty Hall paradox without losing her attention.

You are about to read this dialogue. There is, however, a slight difference with respect to the original version. Some friends read an early draft and advised me to revise it because it sounded too “misogynist.” It is a Greek word which means “against females.” So I asked what has this to do with females, and they started to say confused stuff about like it’s not really against, but it might sound like you assume that the girl is not getting this and that, you see, because depending on the context, etc. The little lecture sounded like they were going around something without quite getting at it. I couldn’t see clearly, but after a while, I don’t know how, I started to parse the babble. Connect the dots. And all of sudden, a revelation struck me with full force, strong and pure in its simplicity, putting all the pieces of the puzzle together at once: the females were the girls all along!

So I changed the interlocutor from “girl” to “female” to remove the unintended misogyny.


Me: Do you know about the Monty Hall Paradox?

Female: Yes.

Me: Wrong answer, I'll explain it to you. There's a TV game show with three doors of which you have to pick one. Behind one door there's a car, behind the others there are goats. It is assumed that you want to win a car and not a goat. The host (Monty Hall) lets you choose a door, let's say you choose door number 1. But before opening it, to waste time, he opens door 2 and finds a goat (of course he already knew that it didn't contain the car, otherwise he would spoil the game). Then he asks: "Now that you have seen a goat behind door 2, do you still want door 1 or switch and choose 3?" What should you do? Switch, stay, or it doesn’t make a difference?

Female: Wouldn't these goats bleat? Anyway I told you I already know, you have to go with 3.

Me: Ok, but why should you choose 3?

Female: List all possible cases, count those where you win if you pick 3, there's more, done.

Me: Ok, but it's a paradox because it shouldn't be the intuitive answer, isn't it? The intuitive answer is that it makes no difference; once you have excluded door 2, the fact of having chosen door 1 beforehand doesn't make it more or less likely that door 3. And the goat is a silent animal.

Female: So, these penises you promised earlier?

Me: In a moment, we first have to draw a causal diagram. Consider these three variables: which door hides the prize, which door you have chosen, which door Monty Hall opens. Imagine representing them with little dots and linking them with arrows, where each arrow goes from cause to effect. So we have to link the prize door to Monty Hall's one, because he can't open the prize door, and also the chosen door because he can't open that either.
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Female: Good, he's drawing arrows now. [makes a well-known gesture with the hands]

Me: The point of this diagram is that in general when you have two causes of the same variable, and you know what value the variable yields, a correlation pops up between the two causes, even if there isn't a direct causality relationship between them.

Female: So wouldn't the arrows run opposite? Like, the way you say it, the effect has an effect on the cause, it doesn't make sense.

Me: It's an epistemological thing, what you know about the effect has an effect on what you know about the cause. For example, if you find a bite, you infer you have been bitten by a mosquito, but the cause of the bite is the mosquito.

Female: So you managed to make the obvious clear as mud. Epistonks. About that, the dicks?

Me: Imagine that I take you and your mother

Female: Oh!

Me: ...and send you around with a little notebook to stop people at random and measure their penis length. When you measure them they are erected, when your mother does, they are not.

Female: This really must have set your brain back some juice. But wouldn't my mother get some erections too? Didn't you like mature women?

Me: It doesn't matter, it's a statistical thing, it is actually sufficient that you get harder mickeys than mom on average. On your adorable little notebooks you pencil down age and length. Finally you bring the notes back to me, I fill an excel and group the data by penis length rounded to the centimeter.

Female: And find out that you got a small one.

Me: No, in each group I compute the mean age separately for yours and mom's, and it turns out that—surprise!—for any penis length, yours are younger.

Female: Surprising as fuck! Should I stop oldtimers??

Me: But I told you to stop people at random! At random means like drawing from an urn, you can't pick them!

Female: Man you made your example yourself!

Me: But... Listen, the point is: from this analysis, could I infer that you girls contravened my crystal clear scientific directions? Nope, because it's actually a paradox equivalent to Monty Hall. The finding that you measured younger guys is a statistical illusion, much like the correlation between the door you fix on initially and the one with the prize. Ok actually the anticorrelation because you have to switch door.

Female: But: if I really have to change the door, then it is not an illusion.

Me: Whatever, it's an illusion in the penises case, what the two examples share is an unexpected correlation. Anyway, it becomes evident if we draw the diagram:
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Me: So, who out of you and your mother is carrying out the measurement influences the length due to the differential erection rate. Age matters too because children have it small.

Female: Every mile a pedo-phile, du-di-du....

Me: ...The arrow structure is the same as before, and the other thing in common is that the variable influenced by the other two is the one we are "fixing": with doors, we know which door Monty's opened, with penises, I group by length and do the calculation one length at a time, so it's like it's fixed.

Female: A nice story. Let me guess: the moral is that I shouldn't judge males based on their equipment.

Me: Yes but do you get why this happens? If you take some guys who all have dicks of equal length, you will have some kids and some adults. But to have a little kid with a penis as long as an adult, you need the kid to be on a boner but not the adult, and so this correlation comes about.

Female: Ok. You gifted me your pearl of scientific wisdom. Yet, following this line of reasoning, I still don't see why should I change door.

Me: Well, so. Both erection and age have a positive effect on dicklength, more erection more age more dick, and the result is an anticorrelation. Conversely, the initial door taken and the winning door both have a negative effect on the suregoat door, because Monty must avoid them both. So, in the second case too, we have an anticorrelation (between first choice and prize), because two minus signs make a plus. If you are confused by this thing about signs, think from the start using "negerection" and "negage."

Female: Aha.



I hope to have debored you enough and that from now on you will remember what these vagina diagrams are about. Their actual boring name is “causal colliders,” by the way, because of the arrows “colliding” in the central variable.

But this is only the beginning! Because Pearl’s point is more subtle: the paradoxiness  depends on the direction of the arrows. “Spurious” correlations happen all the time without you getting confused about what’s the true relationship of cause and effect. Probably you have already heard common examples like “correlation is not causation, because if you find out that the price of beans in China is correlated with the price of fuel at the station, it doesn’t mean that a shopkeeper in Beijing can make you pay more for a tankful by raising his prices, it’s the global market trend which is the common cause that makes them correlated.” However, for completeness’ sake, I will provide yet another example just for my dear reader.

Suppose that the Distinguished Quacky B. Quackson High Quack Chair Professor of Applied Quacking at McQuack University is running a study to prove that their new Quackopatic treatment for anxiety works. Also, suppose he is at odds with Fisher (easy call) so he won’t use Fisher’s randomized controlled trial (RCT) technique with a control group. He designs the study in the following way: he takes in people with self-declared anxiety problems. Since a lot more women answer the call, he stratifies the sampling by imposing the same number of men and women, to do a balanced study on both sexes. He doses the drug proportionally to body weight. A week after treatment, he has subjects fill a questionnaire on anxious behaviors and—success! There is a very strong negative correlation between self-reported anxiety and the amount of medicine administered. You know the full story because I’m kind, he just reports the result as “we observed a very strong negative correlation between medication and target, pointing without doubt to the effect of the treatment” omitting all the other fussy details. Now tell me: why shouldn’t you place too much trust in Prof. Quackson’s words? Do you see a reason why the correlation is not meaningful?

…

…

…

Don’t look at the solution yet! Think!

…

…

…

And don’t you dare find one of those other zillion reasons for not trusting Prof. Quackson’s study which have nothing to do with the point!

…

…

…

Done? The solution is: the sample of women is more anxious than the sample of men. And he is giving more Quacksulveforax (that was the name) to male subjects because they weigh more. So the correlation is just the prior sex-anxiety correlation, he would observe it even before the treatment.

I expect that you either have figured out the solution yourself, or at least think that the solution makes sense. Actually, I hope that you are already thinking about how to fix the study. It would be sufficient, say, to compute the correlation separately for males and females. Or to measure the difference in anxiety pre- and post-treatment. Or have a control group. I expect that how you feel about this stuff is of course it doesn’t work! Just do the study in the right way!

While, instead, I expect you to feel perplexed about switching door or trusting your assistant not to have cherry-picked young subjects for the penis experiment. What’s the difference in trying to see through the veil of the correlation between these two kinds of situations? Pearl’s answer (to everything, actually) is: just draw the graph!

[image: ]

[image: ]

The arrows go in the opposite direction! It is easy for us to understand the correlation when it is produced by a shared cause of multiple effects, while it is difficult to have an intuitive grasp when there’s a single effect of multiple causes.

I don’t feel sure about this explanation, because there are cases where we are very quick at reasoning in the correct way even with colliders. Someone depleted the secret stash of chocolate. Was it little Anny or little Benny or little Chenny or…? If you find sure proof that Anny ate the chocolate, how much time do you lose trying to check if also Benny, Chenny, Danny, etc. took part in the misdeed?




The Motivation Hacker by Nick Winter

Akrasia

There’s an old quote to the effect that in Hell you meet the person you could have become - some counterfactual version of yourself that argmaxed your utility function, spending all their time saving the world instead of sitting on the couch watching TV. (Or spent as much time saving the world as possible, maintaining optimal world-saving/TV-watching levels. Or maybe just watched better TV on a comfier couch. Hey, utility functions are subjective, I’m not judging.)

The implication is that we all fall drastically short of what we’re capable of, we all know this, we all stay on the couch and continue watching TV anyway, and we’d rather burn in a fiery lake of burning sulphur than acknowledge it. Why?

To some people, the obvious reason is hypocrisy, plain and simple: people don’t always want what they claim to want. You may tell yourself you want to save the world, but your behaviour reveals that you really want to watch TV on the couch. These people are usually economists or economist sympathisers, who are weirdly prone to making the obviously false assumption that people always act according to their highest innate desires.

It’s fair enough for an economist to concern themselves only with revealed preferences, since innate desires are harder to measure and less useful for modelling. But when you find yourself on the couch, watching TV but not really wanting to, it doesn’t feel like you’re doing what you want - it feels like being stuck, wanting to move yet finding yourself unable. If someone offered you a magic button that makes you want to get up off the couch and save the world, you’d probably press it, because deep down that really is what you want to do. So it’s not hypocrisy, it’s akrasia, or a failure to do what you want to.

But that might sound strange: why would anyone do anything they didn’t actually want to? Here the word ‘want’ is overloaded, doing double duty as our word for our higher-level desires (like saving the world) and lower-level desires (like watching TV on the couch). If you taboo the word ‘want’, the economists’ claim that “people don’t always want what they claim to want” becomes something more like “people aren’t always motivated to pursue what they claim to value”. And if you’re not actually wrong about what you claim to value, the problem is that your motivation isn’t aligned with your values.

Nick Winter’s The Motivation Hacker is an exploration of how this misalignment arises, a highly practical review of techniques for correcting it, and a chronicle of his 3-month-long attempt to better approximate his utility-argmaxed self by running a startup, training for a marathon, increasing his subjective wellbeing from 6.3/10 to 7.3/10, and 15 other such ‘missions’ (including writing a book about it).

It’s a uniquely valuable book, but most of its value comes from the circumstances under which it was written and the fact that it exists at all, rather than from the quality of its writing (it’s a bit too long at 30000 words and many of its copious footnotes add nothing of value[1]).

It undeniably belongs in the self-help section, but it manages to sidestep most of that genre’s pervasive issues by its very nature: most self-help authors will give you 500 words’ worth of advice over 250 pages, and go on to demonstrate how their ideas can help you write another book and host a self-help podcast.

The ideal solution to this problem would be for Elon Musk to spend his annual 10 minutes of spare time writing a couple paragraphs detailing how to run however many super successful companies at the same time. But Elon Musk was born Elon Musk; he can’t tell you how to become more like him any more than Yao Ming can write about how to grow taller.

Nick Winter strikes a pretty good middle ground, closer to the Musk end of the spectrum. As I said, he wrote this book in between running a startup, training for a marathon, studying Chinese, learning to throw knives, dating his girlfriend, etc.

And while it’s easy to be skeptical that he was ever much of a stuck-on-the-couch type, he writes about how he used to struggle with at least some of the stuff he tried to get himself to do: he describes how, years prior to writing the book, he stopped the same amusement park ride twice just so he could get off and had such bad social anxiety that he would beg his mother to order Taco Bell for him (and then his brother when she refused), yet in his 3 months he went skydiving, gave two very well-received wedding speeches, and hung out with 100 different people.

So while all the usual advice disclaimers apply, you have to at least wonder whether what he has to say might help you get a lot more done than you normally would.

The Motivation Equation

Winter steals his model of motivation from another book, Piers Steels’ The Procrastination Equation. Said equation goes as follows:

Motivation = (Expectancy * Value) / (Impulsiveness * Delay)

(or M = (EV) / (ID))

Winter refers to these variables by name often, so let’s examine them in detail.


	Expectancy is your subjective probability that you’ll achieve your goal if you try: you’re more motivated to do something if you think you can do it, and less if you don’t think you can.

	Value is pretty self-explanatory - how much you value the goal being achieved.

Note that Expectancy and Value can be swapped out almost seamlessly for Expected Value - you don’t even need to change the symbols from EV. Expected Value is, of course, pretty much the same thing as Expectancy * Value, but it allows different degrees of success - maybe if you want to write a book you have a 90% chance of at least getting your ideas down in a form others can read it, 40% of finishing a full book, 10% of getting it published, 0.1% of making the New York Times Bestseller’s list, etc. Proper Expected Value calculations take all these possibilities into account in a way that doesn’t transfer perfectly to multiplying two numbers. Still, considering the probability and value of success separately will be helpful later.

	Impulsiveness is the amount of motivation you have to do other tasks. This variable isn’t actually a property of the task at hand, but of everything you’re currently considering. The obvious way this can stop you from doing what you value is to have something immediately rewarding right in front of you when you’re trying to concentrate on boring work, so that you’re more motivated to do that thing than your work. But this can happen even if you’re more motivated to do your work than to do any one other thing in particular (for example, trying to concentrate on an urgent email when you also have a tonne of undone chores you want to get done).

	Delay is how far off the rewards for achieving the goal are (and how close the costs are). This term accounts for our brains’ internal hyperbolic discounting, or bias towards more immediate rewards. Again, a single number doesn’t capture all the nuances but it’s useful enough for now.

Hyperbolic discounting isn’t always irrational - it’s a necessary part of any Expected Value calculation, since almost any near-term reward enables you to seek larger rewards in the future (not to mention that life is short, hustling is overrated and the future is uncertain). But when it gets to the point where you’re trading watching TV now for everything else you know you should be doing instead, it becomes a major source of akrasia.



What I like about this model, oversimplified though it is, is that it’s pleasingly pseudo-Bayesian: you start with a prior distribution over all the actions you could be taking that’s defined by your utility function (Value), you update based on evidence for and against the hypothesis that putting in effort would actually gain you what you value (Expectancy), something something hyperbolic discounting to arrive at a final EV for each action (Delay), then compare relative posterior weights to evaluate hypotheses as to the best thing to do next (Impulsiveness). When this algorithm’s outputs fail to match the territory (as evaluated by your utility function), you act against your own best interests, and we call it akrasia (unless the error is produced by an incorrect Value estimation - more on that later). The automatic hyperbolic discounting step makes the whole process harder to update and means that it’s perfectly possible to be motivated to do something even when you know you shouldn’t, or vice versa.

Also, since motivation isn’t zero-sum like probability, the sum of your motivation can be arbitrarily high or low - you can be pumped up and ready to take on your day because you’ve got important things to get done that you know you can accomplish, or you can find it hard to get out of bed because nothing you do seems to have any effect.

The former state of being is one Winter explicitly attempts to induce in himself, and he manages to succeed - which is almost amazing, seeing as the techniques he uses are mostly just cheap lifehacks meant to get you to sit down and go through your inbox.

Motivation Hacking

Winter isn’t just trying to get himself to overcome procrastination on some important project, he’s trying to be fully motivated to write an iOS app and improve his 5K time and increase his bench press and and and and, at which point his posterior motivation for getting out of bed absolutely trounces his desire for a few more minutes of rest because it’s a necessary prerequisite for every single thing he’s trying to get done.

The way most motivation techniques work is to put a small finger on the scales and submit enough evidence to convince your brain that you should be working instead of slacking off. But even when this works, it tends to make you do so somewhat grudgingly, shifting your posterior motivation estimate from “meh, maybe later” to “okay fine”.

Possibly Winter’s main idea is that this isn’t good enough, and that really aligning your motivation with what you value should instill genuine enthusiasm for everything you want to get done. (Would your Hellish do-all-the-things counterfactual self do anything grudgingly?) So he uses the same techniques to shift “okay, fine” to “hells yeah, let’s get it done ASAP, especially because we have to practice longboarding in 10 minutes and read 100 pages after that and (you get the idea)”.

As someone who’s not normally that motivated to do anything, I find it pretty easy to doubt that this is even possible, but Winter insists that it worked - and at any rate, he mostly got his missions complete.

He starts the main portion of his book by outlining the two main motivation techniques he used, then lists a bunch more in the penultimate chapter. (Did I mention this entire book was written in 3 months?)

Success Spirals: Calibrating Self-Belief

Somewhat surprisingly, the first motivation technique Winter describes (and the one he seems to refer to most throughout the book) doesn’t target the motivation variable that would seem to be the cause of most akrasia, i.e. Delay.

Instead, he argues that the most persistent failures of motivation are caused by low Expectancy, or lack of self-belief. Those who struggle with lack of motivation probably don’t want to hear that they just need to believe in themselves, so I suggest thinking of it as a calibration problem - I mean, what else do you call it when your probability estimates don’t match reality?

(If you’re convinced that your Expectancy estimates are in fact accurate, come back to Hell with me for a second and imagine meeting the person you could have become, if only you were more motivated. What did they achieve? By your own reckoning, that level of achievement should be possible for you if you can manage to try hard enough, but I bet you still feel some doubt that you could!)

A lack of Expectancy is a member of that awful class of problems that has an extremely simple yet impractically difficult solution: just do more and cooler stuff until you update your self-belief to a realistic level.

It’s a terrible self-perpetuating hole-in-my-bucket-style deadlock problem: you have no motivation because you don't think you can accomplish much because you haven't accomplished much because you have no motivation because there's a hole in your mental motivation bucket, and no matter how much you try to fill it, its level never gets any higher.

But the thing about buckets with holes in them is that they can still hold some amount of water (especially if you hold them at an angle so the hole is facing up).

No matter how little you think you can accomplish, there’s still probably some little thing you can get yourself to do (especially if you use as many other motivation techniques as you can). Even if the idea of working out fills you with dread, surely you can do one pushup? And if you can do one pushup today, you’ll probably feel like you can do two tomorrow. Then, by induction on the natural numbers, you should be able to build enough self-belief to be able to exercise as much as you want, if you’re patient enough with your brain to wait for it to update its estimation of your ability. The brain doesn’t always make predictable updates, so you can’t skip to the end of this ‘success spiral’ as Winter calls it, but if you start small, keep raising the stakes (however slowly) and stick to what you decided to try to do, the upper limit will be defined by your actual level of ability.

And, once you’ve built self-confidence in one area, it should cause positive updates in similar areas and in your general ability to accomplish what you set your mind to - in other words, you’ll gain more self-confidence and become more motivated.

I realise that I’m dangerously close to going full Self-Help here, but it's hard to talk about calibrating low self-belief without sounding at least kinda like a motivational speaker. This isn't my aim, any more than I’m trying to sound like a zombie when I say the word 'brains'; there's a lot of money to be made in fixing others' self-belief, and the usual technique that a lot of people get paid a lot to do is just to tell others that their self-belief should be higher, or get them to repeat a mantra to that effect. It makes sense that those should each cause some small positive update, but probably not as much as actually accomplishing more of what you want.

Of the motivation devices Winter describes, this is the easiest one to imagine instilling enthusiasm where apathy used to be - of course you’d feel good about trying to climb Mount Everest if you really thought you could! Even so, it might not necessarily be enough to get you to train, or even to walk to the computer to book tickets to Nepal - after all, few people doubt their ability to do the dishes. Lack of self-belief may be a tricky akrasia trap to escape, but Expectancy is bounded, so even the most inspirational success spiral isn’t arbitrarily powerful. To really build up your motivation to where it needs to be, you need Winter’s other main technique.

Precommitment: Save the World or Pay $5

The magic button that makes you want to turn off the TV and go save the world doesn’t exist, but commitment devices are pretty close.

The basic idea is that you say what you plan to do, and put something (usually either money or reputation) at stake that you stand to lose if you don’t do what you said. This simultaneously increases the Value of doing whatever you said you’d do, as well as potentially reducing the Delay if you commit to doing some amount of it sooner than the deadline.

Compared to success spirals, this is a much more direct way of putting a finger on your motivational scales by manually submitting your own evidence. And it scales much better - if your new motivation level isn’t as high as you want, you can just put more money on the line, or really really promise your accountability partner (or whoever) that you’re definitely 100% going to Do the Thing this time, super-duper-pinky-promise. Reputation is cheaper (at least in a sense), but money scales much better.

Putting so much money at stake that you enthusiastically do something you want yourself to do is sort of reminiscent of the idea of a cheerful price, the amount of money for which you can pay someone else to enthusiastically do something you want them to do. It’d be lovely if we all had someone to pay us a million dollars to go running every day, but if you don’t, the next best thing you can do is put a million dollars at stake (provided you have that much to lose).

Of course, there’s a big difference between potentially gaining a million dollars and potentially losing a million dollars: no one’s ever cheerful about not losing a million dollars. I didn't lose a million dollars just this morning. It wasn't that great. In fact, I've never lost a million dollars, but I imagine that once you have it’s not something you want to try a second time.

That sense of dread is still going to be present in a cheerful price arrangement: can you imagine losing out on being a millionaire because you missed your running deadline by 30 seconds? But if you’re prepared enough, there’s no sense of impending loss, just excitement over a potential gain.

Yet Winter swears by precommitment as the secret to motivation. What gives?

I can imagine two ways that using commitment devices by the craptonne can get you to do anything with a smile on your dial and a pep in your step:


	If you had to pay a million dollars every day you didn’t go for a run, you wouldn’t waste any time having a mental argument over whether you should or shouldn’t go, and your decision wouldn’t be reluctant - you’d just get out the door and put one foot in front of the other until you were done. No matter how much your hyperbolic-discounting-brain wants to whine about it, going for a run isn’t that big of a deal. After a month or so of this, you’d have built up a habit, you’d get less and less tired, and you’d start to enjoy it. The enjoyment wouldn’t come from the commitment device but from the task itself - the commitment device is just there to get you out the door.

	Upping your use of commitment devices doesn’t necessarily mean putting more at stake - you can also just commit to doing more things. Since motivation isn’t zero-sum and success begets success, each little thing you can get yourself to do pushes you on more and more of a virtuous cycle. (This definitely seems to match Winter’s self-reported experiences over the course of carrying out his missions.)



Winter specifically mentions Beeminder, a service offering about as good a commitment device as you can get: daily reporting with custom deadlines for eliminating delay, real-money stakes increasing every time you derail up to $7290 (the amount Winter stood to pay if he didn’t go skydiving or write enough words), which is close enough to a million dollars to motivate you to attempt almost anything.

Burnt Ships: If Your Right Hand Causes You to Watch TV…

The other kind of precommitment Winter uses, he calls “Burnt Ships”: basically, getting rid of immediate distractions to reduce Impulsiveness. Like a hypothesis brought to your attention despite a lack of evidence, a distraction put right in front of you is harder to ignore than one you have to seek out yourself. So put snacks out of reach, turn off the internet if you don’t have a specific use for it right this second, put your phone in another room where you can still hear it ringing, just generally make it harder to do something if you don’t specifically want to do it. Either make it impossible, make it more costly, or make it take longer (hey, if you’ve got all this hyperbolic discounting lying around anyway, you may as well put it to good use).

And the Others that Don’t Get Their Own Chapter

I’m not convinced that all the techniques listed at the end of the book are that useful, so here are the ones that seem trusty enough to me:


	Timeboxing: reduce Delay by forcing yourself to do something by a specific time (hint: use Beeminder)

	Reminders: bring your goals to your attention so they’re always part of your (hint: use Beeminder)

	Build habits: the more consistently you can do something, the easier it’ll get (just assume that Beeminder is useful for helping with all of these unless I say otherwise)

	Break goals down into smaller parts to reduce Delay

	Err on the side of using too many many motivational hacks

	Choose goals that are meaningful to you, not ones you feel like you should do (okay Beeminder can’t help much with this)



Actually, that last one gets at a recurring theme in the book, that all the motivational hacks and useful online services in the world can’t tell you what goals you should choose. Winter didn’t seem to put nearly as much effort into deciding what to do as making himself do it.

Speaking of, what did he actually get done?

What He Actually Got Done

A lot, but not everything he wanted. To be more precise:


	Write a book. (Tick.)

	Run a startup. (Kinda ill-defined, but he kept on top of his duties at Skritter making an app that helps people learn to write Chinese and Japanese. So tick.)

	Launch a hit iPhone app. (Some hiccups with the launch, but it did launch. Tick.)

	Learn to write 3000 Chinese words. (Tick.)

	Learn to skateboard. (He learned to longboard, which is a different thing, but he went 10 miles on it, so tick.)

	Train to run a four-hour marathon from scratch. (Probably impossible in 3 months! Collapsed after a practice half-marathon and aborted mission. No tick, but a valiant effort.)

	Help to build a cognitive testing website. (Help how? Too poorly defined to motivate him to do as much as he wanted.)

	Be best man at two weddings. (Gave two successful speeches. Tick.)

	Increase my bench press by 60 pounds. (Increased by 40 pounds - great effort but no tick.)

	Read 20 books. (Tick.)

	Go skydiving. (Tick, holy crap.)

	Help start the Human Hacker House. (Again, help how? He did help, but didn’t write any blog posts like he planned to. I think Winter gave himself a tick for this one, but it’s hard to tell.)

	Learn to throw knives. (Tick.)

	Drop 5K time by 5 minutes. (Dropped by 4:43, so again did very well but no tick. (Although it’s hard to tell for sure, since the 5K he signed up for turned out to be about 4.6km long!))

	Learn to lucid dream. (Tick.)

	Go on 10 dates. (I.e. with his girlfriend. Tick, and aww.)

	Hang out with 100 people. (Tick.)

	Increase happiness from 6.3 to 7.3 out of 10. (On Winter’s scale, a 7.3 average is basically constant bliss, so no surprise that he failed. More surprising is that his happiness didn’t seem to increase at all.)



(You can read more about the specific missions here.)

None of that kerfuffle over commitment devices and believing in yourself is worth taking seriously if it didn’t actually work, so it’s reassuring (though not as much as you might hope) that he succeeded at 13/18 of the things he set out to do. Where he failed (or technically succeeded but didn’t really do what he wanted), he usually either failed to set concrete success criteria or overestimated his physiology (and in those cases, still managed to make great strides).

His biggest and only unqualified failure was his failure to increase his level of happiness, which does make you (and him) wonder what the point of the whole endeavour was. Shouldn’t all that relentless enthusiasm have made him feel a little better?

Miscellanea; Or, Wait No Why Are We Doing This

Let’s be real, this book was not written with a tonne of forethought. It was conceived over the course of a few days and committed to (on pain of $7290) before a single word had been written. It can be hard to know in advance how many words an idea in your head is going to need, so if you commit to a book that can more or less be summed up as “I used Beeminder to do a lot more stuff than I usually do, and you can too”, you may have to fill pages with some chapters that don’t directly contribute to the core of your book. To meet his word count, Winter includes chapters about:


	How socially anxious he used to be. The highlight is his experiments with rejection therapy, i.e. asking as many people in a random mall for random things he wanted, getting a fair amount of yeses, and discovering that being socially rejected really isn’t that bad. This is another occurrence of the theme of miscalibrated Value calculations, with a proposed solution of “try it and see how it is”.

	How motivating working on a startup is. If you doubted how akratic Winter was before his big motivation experiment, here’s your vindication: he was working on something he highly valued and knew he could do with constant smaller subproblems and little else to occupy him. He doesn’t outright recommend leaving your job and staking your livelihood on whatever you want to commit to, but he doesn’t not recommend it.

	A chapter about good and bad ways to pick goals (do what excites you or what gives you the best ROI, don’t just do what people expect, including what you expect if it’s not something you actually value any more). Lots of emphasis placed on the futility of motivation hacking if you’re pursuing the wrong goals.

	A chapter on how important it is to measure your happiness in the moment (that happens to be the same chapter as the previous one about goal picking). I was struck by his example of going whitewater-rafting: his motivation for going was “Outdoor action adventure! This is going to be a lot of fun”, which is a good enough reason to do anything, I suppose. But his actual measurements reveal that between the long car rides and not getting enough to eat, his average happiness over the whole trip was 4.47/10. And yet, if he hadn’t measured it, he’d have remembered the brief periods of 8/10 excitement in the rapids and gone “that was awesome, we should go again sometime.” Another of his findings is that listening to music increases his happiness by 14% (!!), and spending two days curating his music library brought the effect up to 22% (!!!), increasing his happiness by 10% overall. Compared to the effect size of constant maxed-out motivation - that is, 0% - you have to wonder once more why anyone would attempt to take on 18 life-changing projects when they could find a cool new Spotify playlist instead.



Conclusion

For all his (useful and highly effective) Motivation Hacking, for all his ways of calibrating Expectancy and Delay and Impulsiveness, Nick Winter keeps running into the problem of miscalibrated utility functions, eventually concluding:


“I am sorry. I wish I had, in this book, an answer for the question of how to live. It turns out I only have half an answer: how to do anything you want. The other half, figuring out what to want—that I don’t know.”



The economists were sort of right for the wrong reasons: we don’t know our own utility functions, but not because we lie to ourselves about what we value. Happiness (or positive experience, or subjective wellbeing), along with anything else you value, is just hard to predict. There are no hacks for learning how much you should value achieving a goal: you have to do it the hard way, measuring and eventually matching the measurements more and more closely.

I think it’s important to bear in mind that Winter's self-reported happiness doesn't capture the whole story; presumably he managed to make some other people’s lives better by hanging out with them, entertaining them at a wedding, making learning Chinese easier for them, or writing a book for them. And the benefits from writing a book/learning skills/etc. pay off over longer time horizons than 3 months. Maybe managing to get all that done without taking a hit to your happiness in the short term is a win?

It feels like it should be possible to value accomplishing all those missions for their own sake - can’t you value learning and creating for their own sakes? - but if they don’t ultimately result in someone feeling better, they feel a lot more empty, at least to me.

I don’t know if this failure is as bad as Winter or I make it out to be - a book with great, practical advice on how to shape your motivation to align with your values is pretty good! But it’s probably a good sign if you take his advice, you should be mindful about what you use it for. Maybe instead of imagining the person you could become, imagine the life you could live, emphasising the journey over the destination and living moment-to-moment over ticking achievements off a list.

And if figuring all that out seems like a challenging problem, hopefully you can at least get yourself motivated to take on the challenge.




Notes


[1]

At one point, Winter decides to interrupt his chapter on building self-belief with a footnote explaining what Super Smash Bros. is. It’s about as informative and worthwhile as this one.






The Myth of Mental Illness by Thomas Szasz

My parents met as two patients institutionalized in a psych ward.

My mother was interred following her first unsuccessful suicide attempt. Born into a middle-class Jewish family with a history of “mental troubles,”[1] my mother lived quite the remarkable life. She began adulthood attending art school, transitioned to become an architect at 25, had her first suicide attempt at 32, graduated medical school at 35, got her MBA at 52, entered the C-Suite of a multimillion-dollar company at 55 and attempted suicide again at 56.

My father was there because he was in the midst of an unsuccessful endeavor to get sober. But he also has his own extraordinary backstory: a high-school and college all-American basketball player, whose professional playing career was cut short after an attempt on his life in which he was ran over with a car, shot, and stabbed left him without the use of his right arm and a severe limp – not to mention mentally broken. In a few short years he went from basketball star to homeless heroin addict all at an age younger than I am now.

I have spent a lot of time trying to make sense of my mother, my father, my family, mental illness in general, and the world. Often, it feels as if making sense of one would necessitate making sense of all the rest.

I often think that my father must have had some serious game to be able to pull a woman (suicidal or not) while being a one-armed near-homeless drug addict and patient in a psych ward.

Crime as Illness

Alcohol and drug addictions are considered mental illnesses under The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (or the DSM for short) – which is the gold-standard and often final say of what is and is not deemed to be a true diagnosable mental illness.

Psychiatrist Thomas Szasz, in his seminal work, The Myth of Mental Illness – for which this piece is a loosely formed book review – argues that mental illnesses aren’t real. To support his argument, Szasz underscores the fact that addictions and other disfavored behaviors which do not really seem to be diseases have been deemed so as mental illnesses.

What is a disease really? Is alcoholism or addiction in general, a disease, or are they the results of bad habits, poor circumstances, and a lack of sufficient discipline to overcome them? The inability to check appetites, whether the result of personal failings or due to bad surroundings and upbringings is now considered a disease, but previously it was considered sin, moral failing, or simply a crime.

Was my father diseased when he would shoot heroin or smoke crack? Or was he coping with the combination of an addictive personality, an inner psyche left in tatters from decades of child abuse, and perhaps a lack of a social support system able to guide him the right way? When my father was finally able to get sober, he didn’t do it with medication or surgery, he did it with willpower – how many times has a hospital looked to treat a diseased patient with just that?

In our household I was raised to believe that mental illness was a modern original sin of sorts, everybody was mentally ill in their own way, and everyone needed to confront and overcome this. In our family it was to be each of our own lives’ work rooting out our psychiatric demons.

Now I think of mental illness more like branding and packaging applied to a range of behaviors and thoughts that we do not approve of. It’s a way to police people’s ideas and attitudes –it’s more like a crime than a sickness. Homosexuality was once a mental illness, now gambling addiction is. Interracial marriage was once a crime, now buying too much allergy medicine is.

Being sick is who I am

R.D. Liang who was both a psychiatrist and early leader of the Anti-Psychiatry movement harps on the arbitrariness of how we classify bad behavior as mental illness. Why are some actions and habits considered mentally ill, while other even more strange and dangerous ones considered healthy? He relates a tale of a female patient he attended who was deemed schizophrenic for believing she had an atomic bomb in her womb. Why was she crazy when there were actual men who have detonated atomic bombs that were deemed completely sane? Who defines madness in a mad world?

For Liang, much of mental illness was about communication and identity. People, unable to communicate through perhaps more straightforward or legible routes act out to express who they are. Szasz agrees, to use his example, a battered wife[2] may not be able to get the attention and care she desires from her spouse and neighbors, but if she acts out, if she becomes hysterical, then loads of attention may come her way, she may even get someone to listen.

My mother always spoke of her depression as if it was who she is: “I am depressed.” “I am sick.” “I have a disorder of the brain.” – I wonder if she doesn’t have a mental-illness but an identity – I’ve come to see identities and labels as her little hiding places. She can burrow inside of them and never have to reveal who she is, neither to herself nor others. I think she finds these constraining places freeing.

As I have grown older, I have come to appreciate that here’s a heavy burden to being a full person. It entails a responsibility to be present in moments that would be easier to sleepwalk through, to make decisions where it would be easier to follow default paths, and to connect in relationships where it would be easier to put on façades or prepackaged identities. On some level having a mental illness must be, at least in the short term, easier because of this. “I cannot do x because of my depression.” “I act that way because of my anxiety.” Though much suffering comes along with being diagnosed as mentally ill, it can also certainly be a relief.

Do you think maybe these people suffer just to suffer?

In a journal I kept while my mother was in her depressive episode there’s an entry that reads: “I find it disgusting how suffering is romanticized… It is unnerving, but some people have really fallen in love with their tears.”

Szasz states that in some ways the scourge of mental illness is due to a laxity in the morals of our society. Donning his best Nietzsche impersonation, he states that any culture that exalts the weak, meek, poor, and ill (read: the foundation of the Judeo-Christian Ethic) is doomed to attract and produce many more inept and ill-fated souls.

This feels like too gross of an analysis for me – it is too monocausal, too simplistic of action and reaction as if humanity were simply chemicals being catalyzed. I don’t think life would ever be so kind as to provide such a blatant narrative; but, I am also not willing to throw away completely the idea that allowing and praising incapacity and ineptitude may foster it to some extent.

By my early teens my mother had re-entered a deeply depressive state. I know she finds being ill and invalid comfortable; it means she can find rest; it means she can be blameless; it means she will be taken care of.

For a period of six years, outside of her job, my mother was emotionally, socially, and in many ways psychologically catatonic. For over half a decade, I witnessed her come home from a 10-hour day in the office and spend the whole night watching children’s fantasy movies or playing point-and-click computer games. On evenings and weekends, she would barely leave her pajamas, let alone the house. I saw her carry on in this routine while her relationships, health, and life withered away.

Going through my own teenage years I felt I was unable to really talk to my parents about anything important – I often felt like I was raising myself – a lot of times it seemed like I was the adult and taking care of them.

After my mother’s second suicide attempt, during my sophomore year in college, she was institutionalized again. My family and I signed off on the administration of electroshock therapy treatments. The doctors told us that it would be akin to a rebooting of the brain and would do her well. For weeks after the treatment, my mother acted like a small, confused, but very docile child – she could not be left without supervision because she was prone to forgetting who and where she was. One time, when we went to the local mall, I lost her, and had to go around with a security guard calling her name to track her down.

A few years after her second suicide attempt, my mother is visiting me in New York City. On the last day of her stay she tells me over dinner, “I could never try to kill myself again, because of you and your sister. I love you both too much. I want to live for you.” She meant it to be loving and self-sacrificial, but I left her that evening feeling disgusted.

Why do we take suffering so seriously?

Nietzsche deemed the teachings of the Christian church to be the spirit of gravity – embodying an ascetic and life-hating worldview that took everything all too seriously. What are humans but the animal that tells jokes! The idealized man he envisioned would be able to laugh and dance through all serious moments.

I have always been a fan of comedy and spend much of what little free time I have on the very fringes and bottom rung of the comedy scene in New York City, doing improv shows and 5-minute stand-up routines at open mics. A leitmotif I find among so many comedians is using mental illness as a tragic punchline: “everything is terrible//we’re all fucked up in the head, HAHA!” strikes me more as pathetic than funny.

Ironically, comedy and joking were a cornerstone of our household growing up. Between the fights and the weird manipulative behavior (and even entangled within them) was relentless good-humored teasing and acting out of bits. My parents constantly used punchlines or quips to wave away tension around their problems; they were used as artful counter-maneuvers to dodge much tougher discussions.  Our family didn’t take anything seriously, until we took it all-too seriously, but the same things that make you laugh make you cry.

By itself I don’t believe humor in tough situations is a bad thing at all. But it must be used in conjunction with sober analysis and diligent work to address and solve issues, not simply to sweep them under the rug. I inherited the ability to crack a joke even around the darkest subjects – and I look at this as a blessing not a flaw. When I first told my girlfriend (now wife) of my mother’s issues, I mentioned her two attempts to take her own life with the caveat that: “She’s really into suicide as a hobby, she’s just terrible at it.”

Perhaps I am simply just making the same mistakes as my mother.

Defining the indefinite

I was the one that found my mother after her second suicide attempt. I remember coming from a basketball workout, walking into my parent’s apartment, relieved to escape the June heat. Just beyond the dining area and kitchen I found my mother laying facedown on the living room floor with a few empty bottles and pill capsules scattered about. Growing up my mother always said that I was just like her. I have my dad’s tall stature and darker skin, but my mother always told me “You have my brain.”

First, I was diagnosed with major depressive disorder, then bi-polar disorder, then back to major depressive disorder. My later teen years were spent flip-flopping from one diagnosis to another due to my psychiatrists’ inability to draw sharp lines around my symptoms.

I believe there is an irony to rigid definitions. As much as a definition looks to elucidate an object or subject it also shrouds it – hiding its fullness. A long line of philosophers from Sextus Empiricus to Ludwig Wittgenstein detested rigorous definitions, believing them to be on some level acts of indecency. To them defining is a lewd attempt to expose all. There’s a grandness to much of life that is and should remain simply incommunicable.

While in my depressive episode I felt desperate to gain certainty and understanding about the world around me. I needed to know for sure what was going on and why – I could not take things on faith; my belief in others and God abandoned me. There is a vein of cowardice in needing definitions to operate, it shows a need for surety, for security, for certainty. Or perhaps it is a sign of impotence – those that can do, those that cannot try to simply understand. To me this feels deeply related to mental illness, but perhaps I am just imagining things.

Highs and lows

I was seventeen when I was prescribed anti-depressants. I was eighteen when I began a plan to take my own life. I bought a gallon of anti-freeze because it was supposed to have a sweet taste; and I kept it under my bed in preparation for the day that I would drink it to kill myself.

Besides the sadness which always seemed to shroud over my days, I felt deeply alienated and apathetic for the people and events surrounding me that were not focused on me. I cared little about anything that I was told should matter and could hardly focus on much more than what was in my own immediate personal sphere. When people would try to talk to me about their problems, I was unable to feel empathetic and often settled for simply decrying that “everything is horrible,” which was really just a thinly veiled refocusing of the conversation on myself, my own world view, my own suffering.

Depression seems in some respect a deep narcissism, it’s amazing how intensely a depressed person will only think about his or herself and how outsize the self becomes in relation to the rest of the world and life. I remember asking my mother after her suicide attempt, what she thought it would be like for us to find her body – she told me that the thought had never crossed her mind.

In general, I didn’t find fulfillment from what my friends, family, TV Ads, and self-help books said should bring contentment and joy. I felt I had no eyes for what others saw beauty in – and no taste for what they deemed delicious, I barely found it palatable. Depression in my mind in many ways isn’t a disorder of the brain, if anything it is a disease of the stomach – it’s a hunger for more.

Perhaps it is that old narcissism bubbling up again, but is it too obscene to imply that a person may be tortured by existence because he or she demands more from it? Could it be that mental illness is more truly a sign of significance – and those not tortured in some way by banality are more fit for it? I cannot tell whether these lines of thought more so reflect wishful thinking or self-aggrandizement.

There’s the old quote about staring into the abyss, that I think Nietzsche got wrong. I believe questioning oneself and exposing to oneself to one’s own depths is the only way to truly be free. I don’t believe in dichotomies – if someone’s spirit can plunge to the darkest depths then its foundation is laid to climb to new heights as well. I look back on the suicidal episode as a dear gift. When you have been prepared to kill yourself, who else can hurt you? What can intimidate you? Would it be too much to say that having gone through all of that was liberating?

The day I was supposed to kill myself I was nineteen years old, it was just a few weeks after I had graduated high school and I was due to head off to college in a few months. I drove around with the antifreeze all day in the passenger seat, pondering it and everything else. I pulled over in a strip mall parking lot less than a mile from my house, ready for the deed, but before I could take a drink, I was interrupted by a vision of my 5-year-old self standing atop the seat between me and the bottle. I couldn’t bring myself to kill that child, so I chucked the bottle in a dumpster on the way home. After that I began seeing a psychiatrist regularly and began upping my medication.

Solving the wrong problems

In The Myth of Mental Illness, Szasz argues that if something is an illness then it is a disease of the physical body. If chemicals are imbalanced or neurotransmitters are deficient in the brain leading to erratic behavior or thoughts, then it is an issue of the physical body not the mind. A good comparison would be the symptoms of fatigue and lethargy that accompany a cold. We know the tiredness and inactivity are due to an infection of the respiratory system and treat it as such – even though it shares many of the symptoms of depression it is not considered a mental illness.

In short, Sazsz argues that if mental symptoms come from a physical illness, we should consider it just a physical illness and not segregate diseases into a false dichotomy of mental vs. physical. Further, if mental symptoms do not have a physical cause, then in Szasz’s eyes, they are not illnesses to be addressed by medicine but rather are a question of social adjustment, personal character, morals, ethics, culture, religious belief, even politics and economics.

I do not agree with Szasz completely – I have both stylistic and philosophical qualms with his argument. But I think there is something to gain from his view that the causes of mental illness may be more important than addressing symptoms, and perhaps even that we shouldn’t hyper-focus on symptoms at all. His attack on the idea of mental illness in this regard could be considered an attempt to look more holistically at the etiology of mental disorders.

In Better than Well, Carl Elliott traces how Social Phobia was first officially deemed a disease in 1987 in the DSM’s third revision. By 1994 a softer and more patient friendly alternative title for the disease, Social Anxiety Disorder, was entered as an official diagnosis. And by 1999 the first pharmaceutical drug to treat anxiety, Paxil, was released by GlaxoSmithKline. The aggressive advertising campaign for Paxil stated, “Over 10 million people suffer from social anxiety and a chemical imbalance could be to blame.”

Szasz notes that patient and doctor are inclined to bracket much of the external world and only examine issues and disease in terms of bodily function and illness. A man who is having issues with his marriage or job may come to a doctor in order to relieve his resultant ulcers and insomnia. The physician prescribes antacids and tranquillizers, and the man is given surface level relief while gaining more leeway for the cause of his issues, his social situation, to fester and deteriorate further.

Joel Salatin notes in Folks, This Ain’t Normal, that cows evolved foraging on savannah type grassland environments. In the latter half of the 20th century, under the industrial agricultural revolution, big corporate interests moved cows from free-range pastures to stockpiled feedlots, where it was cheaper to feed them subsidized corn (and pieces of dead cow) than harvested grass. This new diet causes acidosis in the cows’ digestive tracks and allows for E. Coli 1057:H7, which causes hemorrhagic diarrhea and even death in humans, to proliferate in the cows’ intestines and rumen. These feedlots also pack the cattle cheek-to-jowl and leave them mired in their own feces, which forces the farmers to administer copious amounts of antibiotics to stave off infections. Due to the high intensity, speed, and automation of the industrial slaughterhouse the fecal matter is difficult to remove during butchering and processing. The solution to all this from the FDA and USDA has been to irradiate the feces laden meat.

Similarly, raising chickens in packed industrial coops leaves many birds wallowing in their own waste. Fecal dust causes hemorrhages in their nasal passages which allow salmonella to enter into the chicken’s bloodstream. To fight off the passage of the pathogen into the chicken’s ovum, industrial processors now standardly chlorine wash all the eggs that come through their plant. While it does eradicate salmonella, it also destroys the eggs’ naturally protective film coat, forcing us to refrigerate our eggs, and allows chlorine to leach into the porous shells for us to consume. Further, chickens under the stress of packing in tight quarters are known to viciously attack and kill one another. To counteract this, their beaks are commonly clipped or cut off, to render their would-be murderous pecks harmless.

In Mark Shepard’s Restoration Agriculture, he describes how tilling fields and monocropping of annual plants like corn and soybeans lead directly to invasions of pests and weeds and general environmental degradation. In an arms-race against these factors farms, especially overly-optimized corporate ones, will saturate their fields with pesticides, herbicides, and chemical fertilizers. These combinations often prove toxic to the actual food crops, and the solution from big ag has been to insert genetic material from foreign animal and plant species to make them more resilient. And consumers are thus provided with novel GMO food that has been sprayed with heavier and more potent doses of toxins.

Nassim Taleb in his seminal work The Black Swan, retells the Greek myth of Procrustes, an innkeeper and madman who would mutilate his guests so that they could fit his accommodations – if they were too long he would chop off their legs, if too short he would stretch them. The metaphor of a Procrustean bed exemplifies situations in which the wrong variable is being altered in order to solve a problem – often disastrously so. You can provide a man tranquillizers and antacids to alleviate the effects of his failing marriage in the same way that you can irradiate fecal laden beef and chlorinate eggs to mask the effects of industrial food processing. However, all of these treatments are attempting to alter the wrong aspect.

Free Range Humans

A person who is outwardly different is lobotomized, tranquillized, and put in a straightjacket. But a person who refuses to show their differences, has only done these things to him or herself internally.

Ted Kaczynski (yes, the Unabomber) detailed the idea of the Power Process in his infamous manifesto Industrial Society and Its Future. The power process entails human beings’ basic desire and need for volition and self-direction in the key matters of their lives. People need to be able to make their own goals and act on them with autonomy. Fulfilling the power process is sine qua non for human flourishing; conversely, when people are divorced from being in the driver’s seat of their own lives, even if provided with all the basic human needs like food, water, and shelter, much suffering is sure to be had. Consequences include demoralization, defeatism, guilt, depression, anxiety – essentially the entire gambit of negative human emotions and behaviors.

This concept is not without ample evidence. In the United States, the richest and most prosperous nation on earth, over 40 million adults have an anxiety disorder and 16 million adults have major depressive disorder meaning at least 1-in-6 people are afflicted with some form of diagnosable mental illness. As a contrast, the incidence of mental illness, distress, and suicide within the original free Native American tribes, Kalui people, Mbuti pygmies, and other “backwards” groups are at or near zero. The primary difference as I see it, is that these peoples were fully in a seat of authority to how they wanted to live their lives and were not subjugated to the seemingly endless insurmountable limitations and humiliations that come with modern living. In mainstream thought the lives of these primitive people are portrayed as a Hobbesian hell: nasty, brutish, and short; and perhaps they do face more danger and physical adversity externally than we do – but what hells are we putting ourselves through internally?

There appears to be something fundamentally flawed about how we are organizing ourselves as a society. The fundamental critiques of our ways are legion, yet always seem to be relegated to the margins of conversation. Kaczynski points to industrial society as root cause, Karl Polanyi blames our shaping of society around economics versus our economics around society, Langdon Winner says that in attempting to master technological tools we have become slaves to them, Mark Shepard states our flaws are even more fundamental and are based in our reliance on annual agriculture. Despite their differences, all of the above analyses (and many others) are likely at least partially correct. What they all agree upon and highlight is that under institution, industry, and technology man is extremely alienated from himself and nature. The evidence that scores of people are being denied the ability to fulfill the power process, the ability to meaningfully direct their lives, and subsequentially are experiencing mental anguish is writ large for those who care to look. However, no matter how much this dirty little secret about our modern lives remains out in the open for everyone to see, it continues to go largely unexamined in any mainstream discussion of mental illness.

Existential murder

Let’s return to the idea of the procrustean bed. The first anxiety medication is only 22 years old, its accompanying advertising campaign stated that chemical imbalances could be to blame for the plague of anxiety sweeping America – but is this so? Are we simply treating a symptom and not a larger source of disorder? Are humans in our society being over-crowded, fed unnatural diets, living in ever more toxic and polluted environments, and forced to navigate novel and torturous mental terrains? Perhaps it is something much deeper than brain chemistry that has gone awry. In fact, perhaps just treating the brain chemistry allows the real situation to just fester and worsen.

The psychological trap may be even more pernicious. Psychiatrist R. D. Liang noted that an infant is considered “good” if it is quiet, obedient, non-demanding, and causes little trouble. But he asks the question, is this “good infant” in any meaningful way human? Humans are needy, lustful, demanding, energetic, vibrant, and loud creatures that cause a lot of trouble. The modern society we have crafted seeks an ideal child in which these aspects never or very rarely find expression, as Liang puts it society wants for an “existentially dead” child.

By extension, what does a society obsessed with efficiency, safety, speed, and production want from its adults; it would surely prefer placid, quiet, non-trouble making, efficient, one-size-fits-all automata. I think many people truly believe that if they can just whittle themselves down to be such beings then all the riches of this world will be accessible to them – they can achieve the American dream. Little mention is given to the other effects that likely await them in their pursuit. That if they so choose to crush themselves down to these proportions that anguish and pain are a much more likely result than spoils and bliss.

Growing up I was one of these people. I was obsessed with making it, with fitting in, with being efficient and productive, and was more than willing to sacrifice my own volition, health, and ultimately sanity to do so. The idea of neatly defined rules for life, that I simply and mindlessly had to follow to “win the game” intrigued me deeply. I devoured all I could in philosophy, self-help, spiritualism and spent countless hours on meditation and mindfulness trying to find out how I needed to change myself to fit more perfectly into a pre-formed ideal.

The psychiatric medication I took to combat my mental illness was more truly an aid in helping me numb and quell emotions that would put me at odds with the person I thought I wanted to be. They helped me mute something inside of me, a hunger for more, the crying out of a spirit which had rubbed raw against the bars of an ever more constricting cage. I took three pills, twice daily and suddenly felt I could be more uniform, be more like everyone else, and even further I was more accepting of these self-imposed restrictions. No more gigantic waves of feelings, I could be even-keeled, I could be flat. The medication helped tether and tie up my emotions and thoughts into a tight, tidy, and constricting bundle.

During my time under prescription, I was able to find a decent amount of what many would call success, I excelled in school, earned a college athletic scholarship, and landed what at the time I considered a dream job in finance in New York City. But truly I was miserable throughout most of it, I felt my success didn’t come from merit but rather how much deference I could express and how well I could please sources of abstract authority including teachers, administrators, coaches, and bosses. Though I didn’t have the language to express or perhaps even grasp it at the time, I found myself constantly entering deeper into a Faustian bargain – relinquishing my own volition and agency for material means and social standing.

Ironically, the life that the medication afforded me, also lead to me leaving it behind. Being at the bottom of the totem pole at my “dream job,” I was working 60-hour weeks with an hour-long commute both ways. Between sipping from a fire hose at work and generally acclimating to the tempo presto living of Manhattan, many formerly important aspects of my life fell by the wayside. In the midst of one particularly whirlwind period, I ran out of medication and didn’t even have enough free time to refill my prescription. After two weeks of accidentally being off the meds, I came home from what felt like a particularly exhausting and trying day and felt absolutely overcome by real emotions the depths of which I hadn’t felt in ages. I punched a hole in my bedroom wall and fell on my bed weeping – it was the first time I had cried in over two-years. Realizing this, I made a promise to myself to never take any psychiatric medication ever again, I was done being numb.

Walking away from illness

From that day on, I made a pact with myself that I had to live with the mind I naturally had, and if that meant I couldn’t act, think, or behave to the liking or ideal of someone else then so be it. The journey necessitated a large amount of personal introspection, growth, and honesty with myself and others. In fact, my relationship with the world around me changed. Over time, I began to shed the habit of referring to myself as mental ill – if I was going to feel or act different, I was simply going to be that: different not depressed, diseased, or disordered.

Changes in diet and exercise were important, but just as important was gaining knowledge of the water I was swimming in, forming an understanding of the bonds that I felt myself chafing against previously – insight into their history, their effects, and more importantly how to form and voice my dissent against them and ultimately how to free myself form them.

The strangest thing being, that not long after I stopped taking my medication, after I stopped referring and thinking of myself as ill and deficient, and after I began taking actions to reclaim autonomy in my life – all signs of my mental illness simply disappeared. It has been well over half a decade since these events occurred, and I haven’t felt depressed, anxious, or generally apathetic about life even once.

A therapist once told me that she believes part of why I was depressed growing up was that I was mimicking what I saw my parents doing – insults have never upset me if they were truthful or funny, I find this one a little bit of both. She also tells me that my mother and father are truly struggling with illnesses due to molecular imbalances in their brain – about this I am a bit skeptical.

My parents and I believed ourselves to be sick, and blamed bad brain chemistry and the lasting effects of trauma for what was more truly the effect of malformed behavior, poor diet, unhealthy social interactions, and beliefs. I was forcing myself to conform to identities and lifestyles ill-fit for me and in the process betraying myself by hoarding toxic emotions and traits that would torture me without end: apathy, narcissism, dishonesty, conformity, self-loathing. My parents believed themselves fated to a life of suffering from chemical imbalances and addictive predispositions. Yet, they fail to acknowledge their habits of victimhood and propensity for letting issues fester. I have seen both of them disregard dealing with years of psychological abuse from tyrannical parents, emotional abuse in relationships, and financial hardships because they deem themselves too incapable of doing so. This toxic cocktail when combined with an exogenously toxic world is a perfect recipe for tragedy to proliferate.

My parents and I adorned ourselves with medical labels to shift agency away from our true issues (both exogenous and self-inflicted) and ingested drugs to mask the negative effects. If someone exists in a poisonous and polluted environment, and in addition chooses to lay in their own filth and waste doing nothing about their situation – you can surely treat the resultant illnesses with antibiotics and pain medications but it is not fixing any issues. Tylenol will mask a fever and suppress a cough, but it will not cure a cold.

I look back on my time growing up as intensely painful, feeling constantly suffocated and tortured by invisible forces I often couldn’t describe let alone name. And yet I am deeply grateful for having gone through all of that because the time since I walked away from being ill has been an ongoing blossom. These have been the richest years of my time on earth and without experiencing my previous life I do not believe I would be as appreciative of my current one.

Myth as Band-Aid

Myths are oftentimes ancient stories that humans pass along intertwined within other aspects of tradition. And though they are commonly dismissed as simple fables and children’s stories, mythology often provides a necessary scaffolding and social lubricant that, for better or worse, holds many traditions, institutions, and interests together and keeps society in motion.

In this context, it does seem apropos to call mental illness a myth. It fits right in as the same type of social technology like tales of angry gods that would urge farmers to harvest at the proper times of the year, or religious practices that would stress sanitation prior to germ theory. It necessitates actions and techniques that allow us to go about our day to day in a world much more uncertain and fraught with issues than we are willing to actively think about.

In general, mental illness perfectly captures an abdication of personal responsibility that serves numerous functions in society. It helps drive the corporate profits of pharmaceutical, healthcare, and wellness companies; it provides a potent means of social control for government bureaucracies; and  it provides a steam release, scapegoat, and false panacea for volatile masses – blaming the symptoms of larger problems as the problems in themselves. Just like the chickens, whose beaks we snap off to stop them from pecking their over-crowded neighbors to death. We chemically neuter our brains in order to halt us from expressing signs, like anger, despair, anxiety, that are natural reactions to the ills of our lives – both our personal and collective failings. All the effects of mental illness may be healthy reactions to a crazy and disordered world – we are not doing ourselves any favors with attempts to sweep this under the rug.

In this regard the myth of mental illness serves as a band-aid for society, temporarily plugging holes in a ship in need of much more serious repair if not outright reconstruction. It is a quick-acting analgesic that relieves the pain of a deadly infection but so long as we continue to inappropriately construe our symptoms for the pathogen, we will never get over our real problems.




Notes


[1]

For example, the one member who we can call a “victim” of the Holocaust actually just committed suicide in Poland.



[2]

This book was originally published in 1961






The Narrow Road to the Deep North by Matsuo Basho

Part 1: So It Begins

In 1689, the Japanese poet Matsuo Basho, along with his companion Sora, set out from his home in Edo (now Tokyo) on a long and dangerous journey to travel through the north of Japan. The road was dangerous enough that many think his reason for selling his house before he left was that he did not expect to make it back. He documented his adventure on the road in a book combining both prose and poetry (specifically haiku), The Narrow Road to the Deep North.

333 years later, a certified genius I set out to read and review this famous travel log. What I want is, to the best of my abilities, to endow this review of Narrow Road with a bit of the feeling and impression I had while reading it. Thus, this review will also consist of both prose and poetry. To avoid any confusion, know that I will use quotation marks and italics when quoting Basho, otherwise it’s from me. For example: here’s Basho, upon leaving his friends and setting out on his journey (note that the translator converted the three-line, five-seven-five syllable haiku structure into four lines and a variable number of syllables for the English translation, I will comment on this later):

“The passing spring


Birds mourn

Fishes weep



With tearful eyes”

And this one is from me, as we set out on our own journey through this review:

Wanting a review

But subjected to haiku

You: disappointed.

Part 2: Seasons Don’t Fear the Weeper

Basho cries a lot:

“I wept bitterly in front of the tombstones of the two young wives, remembering how they had dressed up their frail bodies in armor after the death of their husbands.”

“Indeed, many a feat of chivalrous valor was repeated here during the short span of the three generations, but both the actors and the deeds have long been dead and passed into oblivion. When a country is defeated, there remain only mountains and rivers_, and_ on a ruined castle in spring only grasses thrive. I sat down on my hat and wept bitterly till I almost forgot time.”

“In this ever-changing world where mountains crumble, rivers change their courses, roads are deserted, rocks are buried, and old trees yield to young shoots, it was nothing short of a miracle that this monument alone had survived the battering of a thousand years to be the living memory of the ancients. I felt as if I were in the presence of the ancients themselves, and, forgetting all the troubles I had suffered on the road, rejoiced in the utter happiness of this joyful moment, not without tears in my eyes.”

“But if this ever-changing world in which we’re living makes you give in and cry, say live and let die.”

Ok, ignore the last one. But the first three examples are legitimate. Basho is intimately connected with his emotions, particularly when they involve the past. I think this was perhaps the main thing that surprised me about Narrow Road. Basho possesses a deep knowledge of the past (martial, historical, religious, and literary), and it guides the sites that he visits. I expected the book to describe an expedition through Japan as it was in 1689, but at times it felt more like a journey through a memory of an even older country: of battles won and lost, holy priests, ancient trees immortalized in poetry. For anyone like myself unfamiliar with the historical references, using the footnotes is essential.[1]

A thing about Basho’s Japan that stuck out to me was the amount of hermits or hermitages that Basho and Sora encountered. They visit the old hermitage of the priest Buccho, who had been a significant influence for Basho, and Basho notes that it reminds him of another hermitage, albeit an older one, of the priest Genmyo.[2] Later on they come by a priest living alone under a tree. Before leaving, Basho himself had lived in a solitary hut constructed by his students. This left me with many questions. How common was this, exactly? Was this regional? I’ve seen hermits referenced in medieval European stories, but I didn’t get the impression that it was normal. And how often do people do this now? Basho doesn’t seem to be puzzled by this at all, but I found this way of living fascinating.

Deep in the mountains

A priest sits still, listening

To cheerful birdsong.

One other unusual thing about his account was how popular poetry appears to have been. I lost track of the amount of poet friends that Basho visits. His companion and servant Sora writes poems, some of which are recorded in Narrow Road. A farmer guiding Basho and his horse asks for a poem out of the blue. Here’s Basho’s humble account of his time at Oishida:

“I was told that the old seed of linked verse once strewn here by the scattering wind had taken root, still bearing its own flowers each year and thus softening the minds of the rough villagers like the clear note of a reedpipe_, but that these rural poets were now merely struggling to find their way in the forest of error, unable to distinguish between the new and the old style, for there was no one to guide them. At their request, therefore, I sat with them to compose a book of linked verse, and left it behind me as a gift. It was indeed a great pleasure for me to be of such help during my wandering journey_.”

Great pleasure, indeed. But seriously, between all of the hermits and all of the poets, how many people were left to, I don’t know, grow food? How productive/rich was Japan in 1689? Besides the hermits and priests, most of the people that Basho sees from the road are, in fact, farmers, and the non-poets he visits in the cities are merchants. Yes, I know that the people Basho visited were not a random sample of the general population, but overall I still finished this book thinking Japan was much better off at this time than I had originally thought.

Part 3: About the Poetry and Translation

My copy of Narrow Road is from a translation by Nobuyuki Yuasa, who also supplied the introduction. There he states that his choice of a four-line stanza was “the closest approximation of natural conversational rhythm” that is central to haiku. In fact, “this translation is primarily intended for lovers of poetry.” I was relieved by this - I had been concerned that the five-seven-five form would be adhered to strictly, to the poetry’s detriment, but this was not the case. I found the poetry to be beautiful and had no complaints with the structure, but if you really need your poems to total seventeen syllables in three lines like my English teacher in fourth grade, this translation is not for you.[3] I quoted one of Basho’s haiku earlier, but for further reference, here is what the translation of his justifiably most famous haiku looks like with this style. From the introduction:

“Breaking the silence


Of an ancient pond,

A frog jumped into water -



A deep resonance.”

One useful thing about Narrow Road, or really the introduction in the copy I have, is the background information regarding the development of haiku poetry. For example, you learn of linked verse (renga), where strings of poems are tied together in one long chain by a group of poets, each of whom would link their poem to the preceding one through “witty association or verbal play”. Basho wrote linked verse with priests and his poet friends (and of course those “rough villagers”) on his journey, and in fact furthered the art by linking verses on a deeper, spiritual level. Personally, I don’t have poet friends or rough villagers with which to write. Nevertheless…

Part 4: The Travelers of Eternity

…I’d like to share my own parting linked verse with you concerning this book and what reading it has done for me. Basho took to the road, carrying not more than a few possessions, on a journey he may have thought would be his last. I can’t help but feel inspired by Narrow Road - I feel like I’d rather travel a safe road than a dangerous one, but in any case Basho’s travels have given me a bit of wanderlust. This is of course a cliche, but it’s hard not to see the parallels between a long, difficult journey and life itself. For me, at least, The Narrow Road to the Deep North has served as a reminder to seek adventure, and enjoy the beauty in the simple things along the way.

In the beginning of Narrow Road, Basho writes:

“Days and months are travelers of eternity. So are the years that pass by…I myself have been tempted for a long time by the cloud-moving wind - filled with a strong desire to wander.”

So to take his starting point as our ending point:

Even the long years

Till the end of time itself

Edge forward, faster.

Running now, and running, and

Never stopping, on and on.

And here we are, look:

Loathe to leave the light and warmth.

Tomorrow, not now.

Reach, pull open the curtains -

All the clouds - carried by wind.

Voyages call us

Echoing in the cold wind

“Leaves falling, leave now.”

Ever cautious, we stop and -

Remain, and then - step outside.




Notes


[1]

For example, regarding the first quote in Part 2, you learn from the footnotes that the two young wives had been married to two warrior brothers. They attempted to console their mother-in-law by wearing their husbands’ armor when they met her after their husbands’ deaths.



[2]

According to the footnote to this reference, Genmyo was a Chinese priest who “confined himself for fifteen years in a cave, which he named Death Gate.”



[3]

You would do well to note, however, that even in the original Japanese haiku did not always follow the standard five-seven-five structure. Irregular forms used by Basho himself include seven-seven-five and seven-eight-five.






The New Science of Strong Materials by J. E. Gordon

There is a crack in everything…

If you’re going to read J. E. Gordon’s The New Science of Strong Materials, you had better like reading about cracks. You don’t have to know mathematics: Equations appear in only a few locations in the main text, and you can skip them without losing the plot. But materials scientists are obsessed with cracks. They spend whole careers studying the intricacies of how cracks propagate. They dream about cracks, or more often, have nightmares. Normal people might stare at a crack on the ceiling because the conversation has taken an awkward turn. A materials scientist will stare at it because it’s a crack and cracks are interesting.

Here’s one interesting fact about cracks: Take a rod made of glass, with about the same dimensions as a broom handle. Now try to bend it to a 90 degree angle. You will not succeed. Getting the rod to bend even a tiny amount requires a large amount of force. Even if you can supply that force, the rod will shatter into pieces long before it bends by a full 90 degrees. You’d think the story would be the same for a shrunk down version of the same rod. After all, the thing is in the same shape and made of the same material, just smaller, so all the strains in the material should be the same. But the tiny rod can be bent by 90 degrees. And it does not deform permanently, like a metal might. Let go of it, and it will snap right back to being perfectly straight.








		Plate 4 and caption from The New Science of Strong MaterialsCaption: “Glass and other solids when truly free from cracks and defects can exhibit enormous strengths. This silica rod is bent elastically to a strain of 7½ per cent, i.e. a stress of 5000 MN/m2. (The normal strength of glass is about 100-200 MN/m2)”


The secret of the trick is that most glass objects are imperfect, with surfaces being covered by tiny cracks. The surface will pick up microscopic damage very quickly when other objects come into contact with it, even if you think you’re handling it very gently. So it’s nearly impossible for a large piece of glass to be free of cracks. But if it were, it would be astonishingly strong. The theoretical limit on the strength of glass as determined by the strength of the bonds holding it together is rather high, it’s just that experimentally the overall material turns out to be weaker than the sum of its bonds. The very thin glass fiber in the experiment can be made and handled without forming surface cracks and as a result it retains most of that strength and can be bent by absurd amounts. But how could such tiny imperfections make such a huge difference to the strength of the material?

Actually, what makes things strong or weak in the first place? What do we even mean by strength?

The goal of having strong materials is so that they can exert forces. A railway bridge needs to exert upwards force on all the trains going over it so they don’t fall. In general, we ask materials to exert force in one of 3 ways:


	Tension (trying to pull the material apart).

	Compression (trying to crush/squeeze the material)

	Shear (trying to slide the layers of the material past each other (This is the one that lets beams transfer a vertical force over a horizontal distance: You can be standing in the middle of a beam, while the beam may only be supported on either end. The vertical force of your weight is transferred horizontally to the supports at the ends of the beam. (There’s a cost for this horizontal transfer of vertical force: The top of the beam is in compression, and the bottom of the beam in tension. I.e. the beam wants to bend. These compression and tension forces scale with the horizontal distance across which the beam needs to transfer vertical force, so long beams need to be made of materials that are strong in both tension and compression.)))



There is a fundamental rule here that applies to all 3 cases: No material can exert a force without being stretched, squeezed, bent or otherwise deformed at least a little. Even if a single feather floats down and comes to rest on top of a solid block of steel, the only way that the steel is able to support the weight of the feather is that it is dented by a microscopically tiny amount.

The way to understand this is to understand that a solid material is made up from atoms, and those atoms are all bonded together. Chemists and quantum physicists would have a great many complicated things to say about those bonds, but for us, all we need to know is that they act pretty much like tiny little “electric springs”. At their natural length, these springs don’t exert any force, but if you squeeze them to less than their natural length, they push back outward. If you stretch them to longer than their natural length, they pull back inward. And if you stretch them really really far, then they break. Deform a solid, and the bonds are stretched and squeezed away from their natural lengths, and they pull and push to get back to how they were. The greater the deformation of the solid, the greater the force. That’s where the force comes from that holds up bridges, keeps the wings from coming off of airplanes, and so on.

Some materials are stiffer than others. A stiff material is one that will exert a very great force after being bent only a tiny little bit. When bent by an amount that is not too extreme, the opposing force a material supplies is proportional to the amount it is bent, so we can take the ratio between force and amount of bending to get a measure of the stiffness of the material, which is called the Young’s modulus. Diamond is a very stiff material, and has a correspondingly very high Young’s modulus of 170 million psi. Steel is a bit less stiff at 30 million psi, wood still less at about 2 million psi, and rubber is really floppy with a Young’s modulus of about 1000 psi.

So are the stiffer materials the stronger ones? No! Strength is all about how hard you have to pull on something to break it. Stiffness is more about how little it moves when you’re pulling on it. Materials like ceramic are stiff, but not very strong. A ceramic mug breaks when it’s dropped on the ground, but during daily use it holds its shape very well: The amount it deforms when picked up by the handle is not noticeable. Contrast this with steel: Both steel and ceramic are stiff, with a high Young’s modulus. They also both have strong atomic bonds between their atoms. Yet a steel mug could be dropped on the floor with no problems at all. (No problems for the mug, that is. I’m not making any guarantees about the floor!) There’s no obvious reason why one of these materials should be brittle and one strong. The answer, of course, involves cracks.

Cracks tend to form when a material is under tension. Compression would just push cracks in the material closed again, which is why brittle materials work fine for making compression structures like castle walls, or arches. But tension is dangerous. And remember that tension shows up even in situations like load-bearing beams, where one side of the beam is under tension. Certainly the hulls of ships will frequently be under tension in various ways as they roll on the waves.

In 1903, the British Admiralty, presumably wanting to know if their ships were well designed, measured the strains in the hull of a steel ship at sea: the H.M.S. Wolf. After calculating the force that would be required to break the ship, based on the strength of steel, they concluded that the ship was built with a construction far stronger than needed to withstand the waves. Yet many other ships of similar design continued to break at sea. The reason why the test had failed was not uncovered until a decade later. The ship builders had accounted for holes in hull such as hatches, and portholes and so on, by subtracting out the missing material, and ensuring that what remained had enough total strength to take the stress. But in 1913, Professor Charles Inglis published a paper showing that merely subtracting the missing material from the calculation was wrong. The ship builders had been assuming that when a porthole is cut into the side of a ship, the stress is distributed evenly over the remaining parts of the steel hull. But this is not the case. The stress is in fact much more concentrated around the porthole, and this is where the material is most likely to fail. The test on the Wolf didn’t show any dangerous readings because none of the measurements were taken near holes in the hull.

Inglis’s calculations show that, even more than a hole, stress is very concentrated at the tip of a crack. If we’re unlucky, this high stress causes the material at the tip of the crack to break, lengthening the crack, and creating a new high-stress point where the material also breaks, lengthening the crack still further in an unhappy chain reaction. This is why bridges are regularly inspected for cracks, and even relatively small cracks are cause for concern.

We can figure out whether or not a crack will propagate using energy conservation. Doubling the length of a crack quadruples the amount of energy released, since not only is the crack twice as long, but the longer crack allows the material to flex more, and so it can move by twice the amount and thus release twice the energy per unit length. On the other hand, creating the crack uses up energy proportional to the length of the crack because it takes energy to separate the material from itself (this is called the work of fracture). At the very least, the work of fracture includes the energy needed to break the connecting bonds between the two pieces, though there can be other contributions too. The upshot is that short cracks will not go anywhere because it takes too much energy to overcome the work of fracture, but once a crack is long enough, it will generally grow to run straight through the material. The goal in a strong material then is to have a very large work of fracture, so that it takes a lot of energy for cracks to propagate. This means that the dangerous length for cracks in such a material is also very high, and we can be safe in not worrying about them. On the other hand, if the work of fracture is very low, then even microscopic cracks could be dangerous. That is the situation for brittle materials like glass and ceramic. It was the engineer Alan Griffith who extended Inglis’s ideas about stress concentrations to microscopic cracks, and came up with an equation for the critical dangerous crack length.

Metals tend to be very strong because they have a high work of fracture. This is down to the fact that (most) metals are ductile, which is down to dislocations. A dislocation is a place in a metal’s crystal structure where the crystal isn’t quite perfect, but there’s instead a defect where the crystal pattern isn’t followed perfectly. At a dislocation, atoms in a metal have a very easy and clever way of slipping past each other and changing which neighbors they’re bonded to. When a bit of steel (or aluminum, or most other metals) is strained too hard, it won’t break immediately. Instead, all the dislocations naturally present in the crystal will move around and the atoms will change partners and the metal will reshape itself like clay to try and accommodate the strain. Even if the metal does eventually fail, it will only fail after an enormous amount of energy has already been put into moving around numerous dislocations and repartnering countless atoms. All of that energy required just to separate two bits of metal from each other translates to a large work of fracture, which means that cracks in metals have to be rather long to be dangerous. That’s why steel and aluminum are such great engineering materials. Ceramic is brittle because it doesn’t have mobile dislocations like metals do, and so its work of fracture is much less.

Some other materials have different ways of stopping cracks. If we deliberately make a material of alternating strong layers and weak layers, then a crack heading perpendicular to the layers will be persuaded to turn sideways when it encounters a weak layer, but will soon run out of steam and stop propagating sideways too, since the tension is in the wrong axis to sustain it. Weakening some layers in the material oddly makes it stronger. Wood is strong in a similar way, being made from many strong fibers weakly bound together.

There’s loads of other good stuff in this book. Gordon relates an amusing story of a chemist he worked with who devised a material containing LOTS AND LOTS OF REALLY STRONG BONDS. Surely this would end up being the strongest material ever? In fact, it turned out to be incredibly brittle and weak. That chemist had neglected the importance of having a high work of fracture to stop cracks, and the strong bonds were of minimal help there.

Gordon also discusses the use of the wood-framed Mosquito airplane in World War 2. (Wooden planes are great, as long as you remember to sand the plywood before gluing it.) There’s also an excellent chapter on the history of iron and steel production and how high quality steel has become so miraculously cheap in modern times.

Besides telling us a great many fascinating facts about how materials work, this book has something interesting to say about science in general. Materials science started not from a place of zero-knowledge, but rather started after people had already been working with materials and using them to build things for thousands of years. So naturally there was a large amount of built-up tradition around how to do certain things, and a large amount of built-up cultural belief in how things worked. Probably this was mostly fine and correct and got decent-enough results. But Gordon points out that a surprising amount of the time, the traditional knowledge was either useless, or was actively unhelpful “anti-knowledge”. Lots of ancient societies made animal or sometimes human sacrifices to imbue their structures with strength, builders of wooden ships made designs that leaked when they needn’t have, due to their lack of engineering knowledge. It took all the way until 1913 for Inglis to come along and publish his ideas about stress concentration, and even then the practical engineers initially dismissed them. Everyone but the physicists hated the idea of dislocations being responsible for ductility in metals. So both the academics and the practicing craftsmen were guilty of this kind of dogmatic thinking. In a way, one can’t really blame them. Materials are something we all have everyday experience with. Introducing all these invisible peculiarities that were supposed to be important – dislocations, stress concentrations, microscopic cracks – surely must have felt unnatural.

I’m not sure if we should take anything away from this other than “knowing things is hard” or “even really obvious-sounding questions can have very complicated answers.” Perhaps “trying to figure things out scientifically using experiments and algebra performs surprisingly well relative to relying on tradition”. But I guess we have learned one thing for sure: “For a material to be strong, it must not crack easily.”






The One World Schoolhouse by Salman Khan

What should the perfect school look like?

This is one of the questions Salman Khan, creator of Khan Academy, addresses in his book “The One World Schoolhouse.” He argues that the current system, which allocates a fixed amount of time for each subject after which “the class must move on,” leaves holes in students' understanding that impede future learning.

Sal also recounts the origins of Khan Academy, which is yet another story of a young man who, working alone in a garage (or in this case a closet), created a product that has improved the lives of millions of people. It is also the story of how that product almost failed due to lack of funding, even after it gained prominence and was being used by many people.

The book is also interesting because it was published a decade ago, providing present-day readers with additional perspective. When reading the book, the reader is left with the feeling that we are on the cusp of a revolution. And yet, ten years later, that revolution has not materialized. As usual, it turns out that changing the world is hard work.

But Sal’s writing is engaging and his ideas are worth reading, even a decade later. His book is thoughtful and earnest, the musings of an analyst who left a lucrative career to teach math to children and found a calling that led him in unexpected directions.

1. The tale of the inventor

Sal’s journey began when he was asked to tutor his cousin Nadia:


“In 2004 she was a very serious-minded twelve-year-old who had just had the first academic setback of her life. She’d done poorly on a math placement exam given at the end of sixth grade. She was a straight-A student, highly motivated, always prepared. Her subpar performance baffled her. It wounded her pride, her confidence, and her self-esteem.”



The school agreed to let Nadia retake the test, and so began Sal’s first attempt at teaching. Because they lived in different cities, Sal began experimenting with different methods of remote teaching using Yahoo Doodle and telephone conversations.

Sal soon discovered Nadia’s main difficulty was with unit conversion. She did not understand the topic when it was taught in class, and it became a hole in her knowledge when the class moved on to other topics. While she understood most other topics, “when it came to unit conversion, her brain just seemed to shut down. (...) Like many people who’d had difficulty with a particular subject, she’d told herself she’d never get it, and that was that.” Sal helped her with both the math and the self-confidence problems.

Needless to say, the tutoring worked wonderfully and Nadia passed her test. In fact, it was so successful that Sal was roped into tutoring more of his family and friends. Soon, he had more students than he could manage. A friend suggested recording the lessons and posting them on YouTube so each student could watch at their convenience.


“At once, I saw that the idea was… ridiculous! YouTube? YouTube was for cats playing the piano, not serious mathematics. (...) Some three thousand videos later, I still wish I’d thought of it myself.”



Those videos ultimately became Khan Academy: A collection of short education videos explaining math starting at an elementary school level and going on through high school. As the content has grown, the videos have also expanded to other subjects beyond math and to include exercises as well.

Partly by luck, Sal's videos were highly effective for several reasons. He made each video ten minutes long because that was the limit for video uploads, but it is also roughly the length of a person’s attention span. Also, he made the videos with just scribbles on a blackboard instead of showing his face because he didn’t want to invest in a camera and clothes, but that helped reduce distractions.

Most importantly, the videos along with the exercises encouraged “mastery learning.” That is, students can move through a lesson as fast or as slow as they need, but they don’t move on to the next subject until they have fully understood the current one. This contrasts with traditional learning where each subject is allocated a fixed amount of time and at the end of that time “the class must move on” whether everyone got it or not.

Finally, Khan Academy allows students to take ownership of and responsibility for their learning, which makes the students active participants and helps with the formation of long-term memory.

2. Why didn’t I do that?

My first reaction to Sal’s tale was: I could have totally done that! It's just a bunch of YouTube videos. And he didn’t even bother putting any cats in the videos…

Many startups require specialized technical skills. For instance, Larry Page and Sergey Brin had to invent the PageRank algorithm and build the infrastructure needed to support their search engine. Probably only a handful of people could have accomplished that. But explaining elementary school math? Couldn’t almost anyone have done that?

The answer is probably not. First of all, a lot of people may understand an idea but struggle to explain it. Explaining something usually requires both a deep level of understanding and a certain skill at teaching, which is its own art.

Second, Khan’s innovation came at the right time. Ten years before, not enough students would have had the fast internet connections needed to watch videos. Ten years later, the idea would have already been done.

Also, there is always a big luck component. Someone who wanted to go out there and “change the world” could have done so by making math videos, building a $10 laptop, using a radio telescope to search for aliens, or one of thousands of other mutually exclusive pursuits. In retrospect it is always clear which ones were worthwhile, but good luck choosing beforehand!

But most important of all, Sal was able to rapidly produce a large library of videos so that he reached a critical mass of content. His videos are far from perfect: there are ums and coughs and whatnot, but he kept on going forward. If I had been in his position, I would have spent an enormous amount of time planning, reshooting, and perfecting each video, probably only producing a few of them in total. But the breadth of Khan Academy’s offerings is one of its strengths. The ability to create things that are good enough rather than perfect was a skill that served Sal well.

3. Why didn’t I fund that?

The other part of Sal’s story that I find striking is how little financial support he began with. He started recording educational videos as a hobby, and even with this limited effort Khan Academy grew rapidly. In 2009, he decided to quit his job at a hedge fund, and work on Khan Academy full time as a not-for-profit.


“My son had just been born, my wife was still in training; it seemed irresponsible even to consider quitting my job.”



[Note to my younger self: You probably just glossed over the “my son had just been born” sentence as a minor detail. It is not. Quitting a stable job to follow your dream as a young bachelor is some combination of brave and foolish. Quitting a stable job when you just had a child is either heroic, insane, or both.]

It turns out that while Sal was a good teacher, he was not a good fundraiser. After quitting his finance job, he was still doing all the Khan Academy work by himself while simultaneously trying and failing to acquire funding. Without any external source of income, his personal expenses were rapidly eating into his savings. He was about to give up and start looking for a new job when he got a donation of $10,000 from Ann Doerr, wife of venture capitalist John Doerr. She also invited him for lunch:


“We talked about what Khan Academy could be. When Ann asked how I was supporting myself and my family, I answered, trying not to sound too desperate, “I’m not; we’re living off of savings.” She nodded and we each went our way. About twenty minutes later, I got a text message as I was parking in my driveway. It was from Ann: You need to support yourself. I am sending a check for $100,000 right now. I almost crashed into the garage door.”



That donation set in motion a chain of events that eventually got the project a few million dollars. In particular, some two months later “Bill Gates was onstage at the Aspen Ideas Festival talking about how he was a fan of Khan Academy and was using it for his own learning and for his kids,” and shortly afterwards he became one of the first large donors.

So Khan Academy had become so big that a famous tech person was not only using it with his kids but also raving about it in public, and yet it was so underfunded that its single employee was about to quit. Now, it is not strictly Bill Gates’ responsibility to seek out and fund every promising not-for-profit, even though in the end he did sort of save the day. But if his kids had been slightly older or younger, or needed help with a different subject, Khan Academy might have disappeared before it reached its potential.

It is sad to think about how close Khan Academy came to shutting down. I wonder how many other potentially world-changing efforts failed because of a lack of funding at a crucial moment. Maybe the full funding required a foundation or a billionaire, but the initial funding could in principle just have been some 10% charity donations from a few people working in tech: 10% of 3 senior engineers at $200k/y is $60k/y, which is roughly what Sal was spending.

Of course, most people are not good at picking successful ventures and would better serve the world by donating their charity money to GiveWell or some equivalent. Which leaves the question of why as a society are we so bad at funding enterprises like Khan Academy and how can we do better? I am hopeful that the recent set of new grants programs (Fast Grants, ACX Grants, etc.) can fill this void.

4. So did schools evolve or were they intelligently designed?

Almost everyone agrees that schools are broken in some way, though the causes and solutions seem to depend on one's political alignment. I would argue, though, that if students feel the need to spend their free time re-learning math on Khan Academy, then something is not optimal.

However, the principle of Chesterton's fence tells us that we should not attempt to change something without understanding why it has its current form. As such, before offering his suggestions for improvements, Sal tries to briefly cover the history of how schools came to be the way we are used to. He claims that they have not evolved much from their initial design, and yet that design was chosen for a vastly different goal than the one most people currently believe schools should serve.


“It may come as a surprise to learn that all these then-radical innovations in what we now call K-12 education were first put in place in eighteenth-century Prussia. (...) The idea was not to produce independent thinkers, but to churn out loyal and tractable citizens who would learn the value of submitting to the authority of parents, teachers, church, and, ultimately, king.”



Sal’s discussion of the history of education frequently quotes John Taylor Gatto, a teacher and writer with strong anti-school views, who says “It was not by accident that whole ideas were broken up into fragmented ‘subjects.’ Subjects could be learned by rote memorization, whereas mastering larger ideas called for free and unbridled thinking.” Furthermore, “our sacred notion of the ‘class period’ was put in place ‘so that self-motivation to learn would be muted by ceaseless interruptions.’” I’m not sure all historians would agree with this characterization, though.

Nevertheless, many of the ideas of the Prussian system were imported into the US during the nineteenth century, and in 1892, a group of educators known as the “Committee of Ten” standardized the education model for all states in the US:


“It was these ten men who decided that everyone in the United States should—starting at age six and ending at age eighteen—have eight years of elementary education followed by four years of high school. They decided that English, math, and reading should be covered every year, while chemistry and physics should be introduced near the end of high school.”



A lot of these choices have remained unchanged over the past century, in many cases through inertia. For instance, summer vacation was important during our agrarian past, but is not obviously a necessary component of school in the twenty-first century. However, given that there are whole industries built out of the existence of summer vacation, it is unlikely to go away anytime soon.

5. Will someone please think of the children?

Throughout the book Sal talks about what he views as broken in the current system and how he would fix it. Some of his ideas are:

Swiss cheese learning vs. mastery learning: A passing grade in a typical school is “75 or 80 percent.” That means students are passing while having not understood one fifth of the material. He notes that for subjects that build on themselves like math, this can cause serious problems later on.

In 2007, Sal was invited to try his videos at a summer camp for middle-school kids from underresourced schools, which led to an interesting experiment:


“The first decision was the question of where in math the kids should start. The Academy math curriculum began, literally, with 1 + 1 = 2. But the campers were mainly sixth to eighth graders. True, most of them had serious gaps in their understanding of math and many were working below their grade level. Still, wouldn’t it be a bit insulting and a waste of time to start them with basic addition? I thought so, and so I proposed beginning at what would normally be considered fifth-grade material, in order to allow for some review. To my surprise, however, two of the three teachers who were actually implementing the plan said they preferred to start at the very beginning. Since the classes had been randomly chosen, we thereby ended up with a small but classic controlled experiment.”



By the end of the summer, the “1 + 1” groups did significantly better than the other one because they were able to fill in the gaps in their earlier learning.

The idea of mastery learning is that it would be better to go slower when necessary and be sure to have a solid foundation, even if that means covering slightly less material. This seems right for math, though I’m not sure if this is true for every subject. Maybe it would be better to know subjects like photosynthesis at an 80 percent level, if that allowed extra time to study more subjects. After all, there is no such thing as mastering photosynthesis; there is always more one can know. But even a vague notion of “plants need sunlight and use it to make oxygen” might be useful.

Tracking: Sal talks a lot about tracking in his book, and he is generally against it, in part because of his cousin Nadia’s experience. He notes that sorting into tracks is often done with a single high-stakes test that is both potentially inaccurate and misses qualities like creativity.

Sal discusses a student in his summer camp whom he believes would have been ill-served by tracking:


“There was one seventh-grade girl—I’ll call her Marcela—whose results were especially striking. At the start of camp, Marcela was among the least advanced of the students, and during the first half of the summer session her progress was among the slowest; she was working through roughly half as many concepts as the average student. In particular, she was spending an inordinate amount of time wrestling with the concepts of adding and subtracting negative numbers; she was about as stuck as stuck could get. Then something clicked. I don’t know exactly how it happened, and neither did her classroom teacher; that’s part of the wonderful mystery of human intelligence. She had one of those Aha moments, and from then on she progressed faster than nearly anyone else in the class. At the end of the program, she was the second most advanced of all the students. Moreover, she was showing mathematical intuitions that hinted at a genuine gift; she ended up breezing through complex topics that most of her peers—even the ones that thought they were “good” at math—struggled with.”



Presumably in a traditional school with tracks, Marcela would have been sorted into the lower track and stayed there, missing out on opportunities for greater learning.

However, while most people who are opposed to tracking want all students learning together, Sal’s proposal is closer to “maximal tracking,” where every student is on their own personal track. If the personal track is constantly adjusting to the student, this solves the sorting problem and allows students to move up (or down) as needed.

This maximal tracking system is appealing, though it may not fix all the problems with tracking. Another commonly cited problem with tracking is that there is a demotivating stigma associated with the lower tracks, and this might persist even with an individualized tracking system.

The one-room schoolhouse: A traditional school groups its students by age, which is simple and legible, but not necessarily optimal. Many classrooms also tend to be quiet, with the teacher speaking and the students looking forward. Sal has a very different vision of a boisterous mixed-age classroom:


“The ideal classroom, in my opinion, would look and sound quite different.

As I’ve said, I would group together as many as a hundred students of widely varying ages. They would seldom if ever all be doing the same thing at the same time. And while nooks and alcoves within this imagined school might be perfectly quiet for private study, other parts would be bustling with collaborative chatter.

At a given moment, perhaps one-fifth of the students would be doing computer-based lessons and exercises aimed at a deep and durable grasp of core concepts (...) with one of our team teachers circulating among them, answering questions, troubleshooting difficulties as they occur. The feedback and the help are virtually immediate, and the twenty-to-one ratio is augmented by peer-to-peer tutoring and mentoring—a central advantage of the age-mixed classroom.

What of the other eighty students?

I can see (and hear!) a boisterous subgroup learning economics and trying out market simulations by way of board games such as those we’ve used with good effect at our summer camps.

I would have another group, divided into teams, building robots or designing mobile apps or testing out novel ways for structures to capture sunlight.

A quiet corner or room could be devoted to students working on art or creative writing projects. A less quiet corner would be reserved for those working on original music. Clearly, it would be an advantage to have a team teacher with particular affinities for those fields.

The most important aspect of this is that it would carve out space and time for open-ended thinking and creativity for all students.”



He notes that “Given the greatly increased efficiency of self-paced, mastery-based learning, one or two hours [of computer based learning] is enough, and this should ease the concerns of any technophobes out there who fear that technology-based education means that kids would sit numbly in front of computer screens all day.”

Some of Sal’s vision is not that different from that of a progressive school, possibly with a little more technology and more mixing of ages. Having older students tutor younger ones sounds interesting, but I wonder how well that would work in practice. I was a smart kid in school but I was truly awful at explaining things to others.

Expanding to poorer areas: Sal discusses how tools like Khan Academy might potentially be even more impactful in poorer countries:


“If computer-based learning has the power to transform education in the developed world, it is potentially even a bigger game-changer in the developing world. Consider an analogy with cell phones. Cell phones have changed life everywhere, but they have positively revolutionized it in the developing world. Why? Because the developing world had so few landlines. For most people there, cell phones aren’t just an add-on, they are it. As with telephones, so with education—the more egregiously that people were underserved before, the more revolutionary an improvement they will experience.”



He notes that equipping every child with an internet connected laptop seems like a daunting challenge. But he says that lessons can be distributed on usb sticks and laptops can be shared: if the computer part of learning only takes a couple of hours a day, then a single laptop can be used by three or four students. Based on a quick estimate, he suggested this might cost as little as $11 per student per year.

Other ideas: Sal discusses year-round education with everyone taking vacations at different times, which would be fine in a one-room schoolhouse environment. He talks about how micro-certificates for demonstrating individual skills could replace diplomas and credentials. Sal finally talks about how with an online learning portal like Khan Academy, learning can be a lifelong passion for grownups even after graduating college.

While I agree with many of his ideas, I worry that the “one-room schoolhouse” idea might be too much of a big change, with pitfalls that we don’t fully understand. But I think that a regular school, enhanced with learning through Khan Academy, could be a good compromise between the traditional lecture-based model of education and the very progressive model of John Holt (author of “How children fail”). It could give students the opportunity to go at their own pace and dive deeper into the subjects they find most interesting, while offering an educational scaffolding that sets up clear milestones and a path to get to them.

6. So did he win?

The story in the book has a strong feeling of momentum: Sal used these techniques in a summer camp and it went really well, and then a few schools reached out to incorporate the material into their curriculum and that was also a success. Meanwhile the user base of the online platform keeps growing and some very serious donors are now backing the cause.

One is left with the expectation that we are witnessing the birth of another Amazon, Google or Facebook, and that this will inevitably revolutionize education. But it is now ten years after the book was written, and while Khan Academy is known by many, it has not quite had the impact that one would have guessed from the book. It still seems to be primarily an add-on or tutoring supplement.

I recently spent some time looking for a school for my son, a search that included multiple private and public schools, and not a single school near me advertises that they use Khan Academy in any way, nor do they use a competitor that offers a similar product. In fact, today’s curricula do not seem substantially changed from before Khan Academy was created. And that seems true even though over the past couple of years we had a global pandemic that forced most students to learn in a virtual format. The pandemic seems like the perfect time to have tried out “flipping the classroom”: distributing pre-recorded lessons and then using Zoom meetings for questions and discussions. But instead, many schools continued business as usual, but on Zoom.

So what happened over the past ten years? The Wikipedia page for Khan Academy is surprisingly short, especially in the history section. It seems like there has been more content added and more translations created, and a Khan Academy based school was opened in Mountain View in 2014. The Khan Academy website mentions various tests and partnerships in New England, Guatemala and Sri Lanka, but most of them sound like small scale deployments and often as supplemental material.

This article discusses a recent large-scale test in the Las Vegas area that sadly got sidetracked due to the pandemic. Still, it seems like a mixed bag: Some teachers are very excited about the new tools and are deploying them successfully, while others are quite skeptical and may not be using them to their full potential. For instance, in the example below it seems like all the students are working on the same skill, which negates some of the “go at your own pace” and “rewatch as many times as you need” benefit of the videos:


“His teacher, Leila Cryer, a long-term substitute, had asked him and his classmates, all of whom struggled to keep up in math, to practice fractions on the Khan tool while using the previous day’s class notes as a guide. (Teachers can assign specific topics if they prefer the whole class practice the same skill.)”



I would really love to see a follow-up book from Sal, describing his successes and failures over the last ten years. It would be interesting to know what worked and what didn’t and what ultimately are the biggest obstacles to reforming education. It seems that the technological part was ultimately not that hard, but “disrupting the status quo” is as difficult as ever.

Even if the US has a hard-to-change education system, it is worth pondering why Khan Academy hasn’t caught on somewhere else. After all, it turns out there are over a hundred countries out there somewhere. Probably at least one country could benefit by using a tool like Khan Academy, even if all they did was replace their regular math lessons with a mastery learning approach. Sadly, while it does seem that the Khan Academy foundation has been trying to expand to as many places as possible, the obstacles elsewhere may not be any easier to surmount than those at home.

7. The tiniest Khans

One of the ways in which Khan Academy has expanded since the book was written is by creating the Khan Academy Kids app, intended for ages two to eight. It is a free app that works on a variety of devices and delivers educational games and stories that adapt to the level of the child. The app is very polished and has a large library of content.

[Did I mention it is free? I’m not sure why this is so important given that even a used low-end tablet costs $50, and surely one should be willing to pay an extra 10% to put quality software on it, but somehow paying $5 for an app always seems too much.]

I watched my son use this app for many hours when he was three years old, and it is both engaging and educational. But it does have its limits. For instance, one game for three year olds has a bunch of letters at the top of the screen, a fish-bowl at the bottom, and you are given the verbal instructions “put all the letters k into the bowl.” The problem happens when the child puts two of the k’s in the bowl, but is still missing one. At this point he gets confused and frustrated. Why hasn’t the app acknowledged his success and moved him on to the next game? To me, sitting nearby, the problem is obvious and if I say “Good job putting those letters in the bowl, but I think you missed one,” he quickly fixes the problem. But without a grown-up nearby, all he can do is ask the app for help, which dutifully repeats the original instructions “put all the letters k into the bowl.” Of course, this isn’t useful because he doesn’t know if the problem is that he selected the wrong letter, or put them in the wrong place, or the app is just broken. If finding k’s was easy for him, he wouldn’t be doing this activity.

Sadly, my son got bored of the app a long time ago and now rarely uses it. When we tried to learn reading, we ultimately used the book “Teach your child to read in 100 easy lessons,” which is very traditional with its structured lessons that one is supposed to follow at a precise pace. As much as I’m excited about the Khan Academy ecosystem, I’m not sure how I could have used it to help my son learn to read.

At some level, what the app still needs is someone that can look at the state of the activity, try to infer what is going through the child’s head, and offer advice that is helpful but still lets the child solve the problem and learn from the experience. Right now that means a parent or a teacher sitting nearby. In a “one-room schoolhouse” that could also be an older student. But my personal dream is that in the not too distant future, we might have a good enough AI that can do the job. Creating an AI that could give exactly the right kind of hints, just enough to get the user unstuck without giving away the full answer to an exercise, is a very hard problem to solve. But if it could be done, then it would be a huge game changer at every level from preschool to college.

To some, replacing teachers with AIs may seem dystopian. Sal makes the point many times throughout the book that his goal is to work alongside teachers rather than replace them. I suspect this is in part a necessity: to get his ideas into schools he needs the cooperation of the teachers, and they will not be cooperative if his goal is to get rid of them.

But even if we had a fully-online learning platform with a smart AI, we would still need something resembling schools and teachers. After all, students need to socialize with other students. And at least for the younger children, parents need a safe place to leave their kids while they work, which is also an important function of schools. For kindergarteners, learning from a computer can probably be at most a small part of a day that would also need to include the traditional circle time, arts and crafts and free play. For high-schoolers, computers could probably replace a larger fraction of lectures and exercises, though there will always be a need for in-person discussion groups, etc.

Also many of the students who currently use Khan Academy are very self-motivated, but there are other students who may struggle with motivation and need someone to keep them on track. Sal’s cousin Nadia’s problem wasn’t just trouble with math but also trouble with self-confidence, and it was resolved not by a computer program but by the coaching and reassurance of a trusted adult. Even if all lectures were replaced with something like Khan Academy, we would still need teachers to serve as mentors and role models, motivators and cheerleaders, and also keepers of the peace. This is not that different from Sal’s vision for teachers in his “one room schoolhouse” model.

8. Where is my flying car?

To me, making sure that everyone gets a really good education seems like the problem that would be most valuable to solve. I’d like to believe that if every person in the world gets a quality education then pretty quickly humanity will have an army of engineers that can tackle every other problem, even the flying car one.

[Counterpoint: some of the most educated people I know are also some of the least empathetic and most sure of their mistakes. Maybe if the world was super educated, humanity would destroy itself over an argument about whether one is a prime number, or whether a flightless bird is really a bird. But hopefully they will solve the empathy problem too before killing each other.]

Khan Academy has taken an important step toward delivering a cheap, personalized and effective education to all. In the short term, I hope that the tools and ideas Sal developed can be incorporated into schools, not just as educational aids, but as an integral part of the educational experience. In the long term, I dream that someday we can create Neal Stephenson’s “Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer,” a program runnable on cheap hardware that for each child can figure out what they know and what is the next lesson they need to learn.

When I was a kid, I loved the Inspector Gadget cartoons, most of all because one of the characters (Penny) carried around a book-sized computer capable of both communication and research. At the time, in the 80s, it seemed like a truly magical device that could only exist in a cartoon. By the time I went to college, clunky laptops were available and the internet existed, though with very limited content. You could see that these could be the eventual pieces of such a technology, but it still seemed far off. Today I have in my pocket a device that is smaller and more powerful than anything I could have dreamed of as a child. If all it had was Wikipedia, Google maps and a phone, that would have been enough (Dayenu!). But even the most basic smartphone has so many other goodies that it seems almost magical.

I think that self-paced mastery-learning tools like Khan Academy are still in the “clunky laptop and crappy internet” stage: we can see the pieces but they have not yet fully come together. At a minimum, Khan Academy might benefit from more polished videos that can hold the attention of a wider audience. Further afield, I imagine a solid feedback system that offers tips and guidance similar to what a good teacher could do. The final product may even have a strong social element that helps motivate its students. While there is still a lot of work to be done to make this a reality, I believe that within our lifetimes we may see an education revolution that is even more amazing than the smartphone revolution. The book opens by saying:


“I’m writing this book because I believe that the way we teach and learn is at a once-a-millennium turning point.”



I agree.






The Origins of The Second World War by A.J.P. Taylor

Edition published in 1961 with a preface for the American Reader and Second Thoughts

Come for Taylor’s history, stay for his prose.

Introduction and Summary

p. x “I do not believe that a historian should either excuse or condone. His duty is to explain.”

p. 231 Taylor quoting British historian F. W. Maitland: “It is very hard to remember that events now long in the past were once in the future.”

p. 104 “The war of 1939, far from being welcome, was less wanted by nearly everybody than almost any war in history.”

The immediate and enduring explanation for the cause of World War Two was that Adolf Hitler was an evil madman whose goals had always been obvious: to conquer Europe and wipe out the Jewish race and other undesirable peoples. Tragically, the appeasers, led by Neville Chamberlain, might have stopped Hitler had they not willfully blinded themselves to Hitler’s intentions. The appeasement policy was to avoid war at all costs, and so the appeasers clung to the vain and foolish hope that they could satiate Hitler with enough concessions to prevent him from fulfilling his awful destiny. Instead, per Shakespeare, “it was as if increase of appetite grew by what it fed upon.” And, predictably, Hitler plunged the world into five years of unparalleled horror.

In 1960, the eminent British historian A.J.P. Taylor published The Origins of the Second World War. Taylor confined his examination to the origins of the European war that started in September 1939 when Germany invaded Poland, followed a few days later by declarations of war against Germany by Britain and France. In the concluding sentence of the book, Taylor called this European war, “a matter of historical curiosity” in contrast to the global conflict that subsequently engulfed the world until 1945 and still reverberates today.

Taylor’s central thesis was that the 1939 European war was accidental, the result of a series of blunders and miscalculations by statesman of the various countries involved. Further, Taylor viewed Hitler to have behaved, in matters of diplomacy, mostly how one would expect any leader of German foreign policy in the 1930s to have behaved, albeit one with an uncommon amount of patience and one possessed of the nerves of a gambler willing to bluff and go all-in, again and again.

Taylor’s Origins is an invaluable example of how to study the past. Taylor’s achievement was to set aside what he knew in 1960 about events after September 1939 so he could reach back to accurately judge and intuit the contemporary mindset of people living in the “present of the past.” No one will argue against the proposition that all past events were once in the unknowable future. Very few can have the discipline of mind to write history having disabused themselves of that foreknowledge, practicing a sort of intentional forgetting.

In writing about what foreign leaders decided to do in the period between the world wars, one cannot “know” that Germany would conquer France in six weeks or that Germany and the USSR would sign a pact of non-aggression, or that Germany would invade its once staunch ally Poland. Or know the extent of the horrors of the Holocaust and other mass deaths.

The mostly still accepted story of the origins of WW2 satisfies the human desire for simplicity and for patterns, but it teaches us precisely nothing. In contrast, reading Taylor’s Origins will help anyone become a shrewder judge of history as well as current events. Taylor also happens to be a wonderful writer with a particular talent for unforgettable epigrams and metaphors.

Structure: A Few Highlighted Topics and a Conclusion

Following is a taste of Taylor’s thoughts on some of the more important topics in his book. The selection is entirely of my own creation and is not meant to be comprehensive in any respect. I think of these highlights as a series of amuses bouches, tasty on their own, but chiefly designed to whet the reader’s appetite to read the entire book.

At the end of this review are my conclusions on Taylor’s central thesis and some applicable takeaways from his methods.

Hitler

p. xx “The one thing [Hitler] did not plan for was the great war often attributed to him. Pretending to prepare for a great war and not in fact [preparing for] it was an essential part of Hitler’s political strategy; and those who sounded the alarm against him, such as Churchill, unwittingly did his work for him.”

p. xx “Hitler gave orders, which Germans executed, of a wickedness without parallel in civilized history.  Same page, later: “Hitler would have counted for nothing without the support and the cooperation of the German people.”

p. xxviii “In international affairs, there was nothing wrong with Hitler except he was a German.”

Taylor’s take on Adolph Hitler’s role in causing the war that started in September 1939 is central to his method, to his thesis, and to the controversy his book caused. Taylor made a number of points that led many to disparage him as an apologist for Hitler.

First, Taylor “disaggregated” Hitler in both time and function. Recall that Taylor’s book is specifically about the origins of the European war that started in September 1939 so it should not be surprising that his treatment (and so his judgment) of Hitler’s actions ends precisely when that war started. Moreover, in terms of function, Taylor is concerned with Hitler’s foreign policy as the leader of Germany in relation to other countries, not his pre-war domestic policy, no matter how wicked. This disaggregation is not an attempt to take the measure of the whole of Hitler, but to assess only those actions that explain why war in Europe came when it did.

Second, Taylor disputes as simplistic the explanation that Hitler, through his evil will to power, was single-handedly responsible for causing the September 1939 war. Taylor points out that after the war was over, with Hitler dead and evidence everywhere of Hitler’s unparalleled wickedness, it was easy and convenient to blame Hitler, and Hitler alone, for everything associated with the war. Easy for historians, convenient for those who might otherwise share some of the blame.

Third, Taylor takes issue with the idea that Hitler pursued foreign policies that were unusually aggressive for a German leader in the 1930s. The Versailles Treaty after World War One left Germany intact, but inflicted reparations, blame, and humiliating restraints on a country that remained the most latently powerful in Europe. The Treaty was hated by the mass of the German public, and it’s hard to imagine any German statesman not pursuing a foreign policy animated by violating the Treaty clause by clause and restoring Germany to dominance of Central Europe.

Finally, Taylor does not believe that Hitler planned or wanted the war that started in September 1939. This is different than most historical takes of the years leading up to the war’s outbreak, namely that Hitler planned all along to pick off the countries of Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland by whatever means possible as steps along the way in his long held and well-developed, plans to dominate all of Europe. By that reckoning, Hitler was an evil genius of inhuman proportions and every effort to dissuade him except through armed confrontation was doomed to fail.

One can find proof of Hitler’s intent in Mein Kampf, in his public speeches, in the records of his private rantings, and in the memoranda of war plans he instructed his military to prepare. To that, Taylor would say that in the leadup to the war, Hitler’s style was to use words to threaten, yet his actions were characterized by extreme patience, an uncanny instinct of how to extract maximum concessions with a minimum of expenditure, and a knack for knowing when his adversaries would fold. At Munich, Chamberlain rewarded Hitler’s threats and patience by forcing Czechoslovakia to “give” Germany the Sudetenland (the western, Germanic region of Czechoslovakia.)

As for German war plans, Taylor asks rhetorically of what use are war planning departments if not to game out wars against opponents likely and unlikely.

The Hitler of the 1930s, who was nervous about re-arming the Rhineland in 1936, was made overconfident by his sudden conquest of France in 1940. It filled him with hubris. When we think of Hitler, we think of the madman invading the USSR in June 1941, declaring war on the United States that December after Pearl Harbor, and leading Germany to commit the genocide of the Holocaust. But it is the Hitler of the 1930s that Taylor seeks to understand and explain.

Military Assumptions

p.115 “As a matter of fact, the French campaign [Germany’s swift defeat of France in 1940] proved nothing except that even armies adequately prepared for defense can be destroyed if they are led badly enough. Later on, the great coalition of Great Britain, Soviet Russia, and the United States had to wait for a superiority of five to one before defeating Germany.”

Central to Taylor’s method to understanding the origins of the war is to actively forget what actually happened once war came, and, instead, to focus on what men believed would happen if a war came. In this regard nothing is more important to forget than the six-week conquest of France by Germany in the early summer of 1940.

Given the relative ease of that conquest, it is tempting to look everywhere for signs of French military weakness prior to September 1939. And while it is true that the French posture was clearly defensive, most notably in building the fortresses of the Maginot Line, all expectation was that in a war of Germany against France and Britain, the French-Anglo defense would hold its own. On paper, France alone seemed militarily just as strong as Germany. Given the experience of World War One, it was assumed that a war on the Western Front would resemble the long slog of war fought between 1914 to 1918. There was no reason to expect that France would fall as rapidly as it did.

As Taylor repeats a number of times, because it is so important, neither France nor Britain feared defeat; they feared war. Part of that fear was the expectation of a new, horrible, and decisive era in air warfare against innocent civilians. The new and horrible parts proved true, but not the decisiveness. In the words of Stanley Baldwin, British PM prior to Chamberlain, “the bomber will always get through.”

This fear was magnified by Hitler’s false claims of vast air superiority. Hitler consistently exaggerated German armaments in general and German air capability specifically. To Britain and France, exaggerating rather than soft pedaling armaments was completely unfamiliar and contrary to past experience. Britain in particular had a history minimizing their military spending so as not to provoke enemies.

Therefore, Britain and France had every reason to believe Hitler’s claims. This false belief was unwittingly aided by Winston Churchill who consistently argued against appeasement and used the German claims of air superiority to bolster his arguments. Fear that “the bomber will always get through” certainly contributed to the Allies’ fear of war.

If French military capability was overrated, then Soviet military capability was underrated.  Given Stalin’s military purges of the 1930s and the overall notion that Communists were interested chiefly in revolution, not war, the value of USSR military strength was heavily discounted. The USSR had suffered a complete defeat in 1917 at the hands of Germany and had given up vast swaths of its territory in return for peace. In a future war, there was no reason to expect a different result. As well, Soviet military arrangements were, in Churchill’s famous general formulation about the USSR, “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma”.

Therefore, well into the 1930s, Britain and France considered Stalin and Communism to be more of a danger, at least ideologically, than they did Hitler and Nazism. “Better Hitler than Stalin” was a notion shared by right wing politicians in both Allied countries. And some French conservatives took it one step further to say, “Better Hitler than Blum,” referring to Leon Blum, the left wing, Jewish French leader in the mid 1930s. No one would have imagined that during World War Two, the USSR would end up being responsible for around three-quarters of all German battlefield deaths. Or that it would emerge from the war as both the country chiefly responsible for the defeat of Nazi Germany as well as the dominant military power on the continent of Europe.

Mistaken beliefs and estimates informed European foreign policy throughout the 1930’s and led to many surprises and blunders. Taylor’s point is not to criticize the fact that European leaders did not possess magical foresight about the shape of the war that happened. Rather, he seeks to explain how contemporary assumptions formed policies and actions.

Appeasement

Note: A.J.P. Taylor was himself an anti-appeaser in the 1930s.

p. 189 “The settlement at Munich was a triumph for British policy, which had worked precisely to this end; not a triumph for Hitler who had started with no such clear intention. Nor was it merely a triumph for selfish or cynical British statesmen, indifferent to the fate of far-off peoples or calculating that Hitler might be launched into war against Soviet Russia. It was a triumph for all that was best and most enlightened in British life; a triumph for those who had preached equal justice between peoples; a triumph for those who had courageously denounced the harshness and short-sightedness of Versailles.”

Is Taylor being sincere or sarcastic/ironic? I think both.

Sincere in that British appeasement (conciliation) of Germany had been a consistent policy for a decade and a half, up to and, most of all, including Munich. Sincere in that Taylor believed that conciliation was a misguided, yet genuine and even noble policy. Chamberlain was willing to gamble for peace. Or, expressed by Chamberlain’s foreign minister Halifax in probabilistic terms, Britain refused to sympathize with “an argument in favour of a certain war now, against the possibility of war, perhaps in more unfavorable circumstances later (p. 172.)”

Sincere also in that Taylor believed the worst of all policies was vacillation between confrontation and appeasement, an inconstancy which he believed was most likely to result in war. Using a current idiom, he might have said, “Pick one lane or the other.”

France, having borne the devastation of Germany’s invasion of its territory in the first world war, was more naturally opposed than was Britain to a policy of conciliation. But given Britain’s protected island geography and Britain’s global naval dominance, France needed Britain to protect French national security far more than Britain needed France. So, France was the de facto junior partner of the two and followed Britain’s lead. Taylor memorably expressed an early episode of Britain tutoring a reluctant France in the art of appeasement.

p. 52 “…much as a small child is lured into the sea by assurances that the water is warm. The child discovers that the assurances are false; but he gets used to the cold and soon learns to swim.”

Taylor’s comments at the beginning of this section can also be taken as sarcastic/ironic in that ultimately the policy of appeasement failed to prevent war. Taylor is skeptical that it could ever have succeeded. Not in a democracy like Britain, where public opinion matters a great deal and can be decisive. Six months after the Munich settlement, Hitler brazenly violated it by occupying the rest of Czechoslovakia. The Munich Settlement and Chamberlain’s claim of “peace with honour,” were shown to be a sham and the public outcry was explosive. Appeasement was discredited and its opponents were seen to be proven right. Hitler was seen as someone who could not be trusted and must be opposed.

Poland and Chamberlain’s Lurch

Hitler had taken Austria and Czechoslovakia without firing a shot. Poland was perceived as next, because of its dispute with Germany over the future of the Free City of Danzig (now Gdansk), a port which gave Poland access to the Baltic Sea and was commercially important to Poland. However, Danzig was populated mainly by Germans and was ruled by a High Commissioner appointed by the League of Nations. Hitler fully expected that the issue of Danzig would eventually be settled in Germany’s favor. And that if Britain and France became diplomatically involved in the question of Danzig, the ultimate settlement to Germany of the Polish issue would be even more generous. The precedent of Munich was very powerful and perhaps even intoxicating to Hitler.

Chamberlain’s reaction to the Munich Settlement’s failure, however, was to lurch away in the opposite direction of appeasement, clumsily and fatefully. Public attitude in Britain had undergone a sea change, Chamberlain was a politician, and a politician’s instinct is to stay in power.

Chamberlain hastily gave Poland an unconditional guarantee of support if Poland became involved in a war with Germany, in this case Britain dragging France along to sudden firmness as a co-guarantor. This guarantee invested Poland with great leverage over all the parties. Moreover, it was not backed up by any practical or actionable military preparations. Its effect on Poland was to puff up Polish illusions of being a Great Power, able to chart their own destiny and resist German’s demands to their heart’s content.

Writing of Chamberlain and his Cabinet, Taylor observed that “Men cannot change their nature, however much they change their words. The British statesmen were trying to strike a balance between firmness and conciliation; and being what they were, inevitably struck the wrong note. (p. 245).”

Britain’s Failure to Strike a deal with the USSR and Germany’s Success

p. 247 “It is pointless to speculate whether an Anglo-Soviet alliance would have prevented the second World war. But failure to achieve this alliance did much to cause it.”

p. 226 “Chamberlain was a good hater [at least] …in domestic politics…and when [he] peered across the distance towards the Kremlin, he saw faces there which reminded him of [his domestic political opponents.]”

After Britain unconditionally guaranteed Poland’s borders, the anti-appeasers and the Labour opposition called on Chamberlain to seek an alliance with the USSR. There were serious issues that stood in the way. Britain did not want to be dragged into a war by the USSR, a Communist country they didn’t trust and whose military seemed of dubious value at the time. Another issue was the enmity between Poland and the USSR; the two countries had fought a war in 1919-20 (mostly in territory that is now part of Ukraine). Poland refused to agree to allow Russian troops to enter their country unless invited by Poland. Finally, as the second quote above references, domestic politics militated against an Anglo-Soviet alliance since Chamberlain did not want to hand his opponents a victory. For all these reasons, British attempts to secure the Soviet alliance were slow and equivocal and the terms offered to the USSR unattractive. The British proposal was essentially an alliance contingent on their asking the USSR for help. Per Taylor, like “a tap that could be turned on and off.”

The USSR was deeply suspicious that the goal of Britain and France was to involve Germany and the USSR in a war that would weaken both. This was a flawed suspicion as the Allies were convinced that, as happened in the first World war, Germany would easily smash the USSR. Afterwards, Germany more powerful than ever would turn against the Anglo-French.

The barriers that prevented an Anglo-Soviet alliance, however, were absent in German-Soviet negotiations. The non-aggression Pact between Germany and the USSR was signed on August 23rd, 1939, just about a week before the war came.

Hitler was confident that he had achieved a master stroke of diplomacy with the Pact. Although he had fixed an invasion date of Poland for September 1, he logically expected that Poland, now caught in a vise between Germany and the USSR would provide him with another diplomatic victory. And if Poland remained foolishly obstinate, then Britain, having lost the contest for a Soviet alliance, would certainly pressure Poland to back down. Poland did no such thing. As for Britain, in Taylor’s words:

“On any rational calculation, the Nazi-Soviet Pact ought to have discouraged the British people….[instead], the Pact produced a resolution such as the British had not shown for twenty years. …to universal applause, the Cabinet determined to stand by their obligation to Poland. (p.266)”

The calendar ticked ahead, Hitler felt he could not back down empty handed of any concession. So, on September 1st, 1939 war came.

Concluding Thoughts

Some general takeaways from Taylor about history and war:


	
   The course of actual events leads us to overestimate the extent to which governments and their leaders act upon firm, well-thought out plans vs. reacting in real time to events, some expected, many surprising.




	
   We also overestimate the certainty of outcomes. “Man plans, god laughs” is a Yiddish aphorism we would do well to always hold close to mind.




	
   In no field of human endeavor should the unexpected be more expected than in war.




	
   In diplomacy, democracies and dictatorships differ significantly in that democratically elected leaders will always take account of domestic public opinion in their decision making. This can either be a welcome constraint or a recipe for inconstancy in policy.




	
   Inconstancy, whether by democracies or dictatorships, naturally leads to inaccurate assessments by adversaries, which in turn can lead to war.






How well has Taylor’s take on the cause of the September 1939 war held up? After all, troves of documents not available to Taylor in 1960 have been released, and history generally becomes clearer with the perspective of more time.

Taylor’s assertion that Hitler did not seek the specific war that started in 1939 holds up well. Hitler had so many different war plans that it’s impossible to know with certainty what he intended to do and when.

Taylor was careful not to claim that Hitler could have been prevented from starting any war. And on this point, I think it is correct to go beyond the confines of Hitler as a statesman in the 1930s and recognize the messianic nature of Hitler’s hatred of Jews and Slavs. It seems clear to me that if war had been averted in 1939, the chances that any European war could have been avoided are slight, and that in all likelihood war would have been started by Hitler. Holding aside the chance of no war at all, the question remains where, when, and with whom would a different war have been fought. Perhaps a different war would have saved millions of lives; perhaps it would have been worse, although hard to imagine.

However that may be, as Winston Churchill so poignantly and beautifully said in his eulogy for Chamberlain in late 1940:

“It is not given to human beings, happily for them, for otherwise life would be intolerable, to foresee or to predict to any large extent the unfolding course of events. In one phase men seem to have been right, in another they seem to have been wrong. Then again, a few years later, when the perspective of time has lengthened, all stands in a different setting.”






The Outlier

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

I.

I decided to read a 600-page book about Jimmy Carter because I was tired of only reading about the historical figures everyone already agrees are interesting.

John Adams became an HBO miniseries. Hamilton became a Broadway show. The Power Broker and The Years of Lyndon Johnson became such status symbols that there was a whole pandemic meme about people ostentatiously displaying them in their Zoom backgrounds. But you never hear anyone bragging about their extensive knowledge of the Carter administration.

Like most people under 70, I was more aware of Carter’s post-presidency role as America’s kindly old grandfather, pottering around holding his wife’s hand and building Houses for Humanity. I mostly knew that he liked to wear sweaters, that he owned a peanut farm, and that he lost to Ronald Reagan.

But I wondered what, if any, hidden depths lay within the peanut farmer. Also, I wanted to enter this contest, and I didn’t want to pick a book that I thought a bunch of other people might also review. So I turned to The Outlier: The Unfinished Presidency of Jimmy Carter, by Kai Bird. Like Carter, this book seems to have been largely forgotten. It won a Pulitzer, but I had never heard of it until I googled “best book about Jimmy Carter.” It seems to have gotten a lot less attention than similar recent biographies about Grant, Roosevelt, and Truman, and it’s hard to imagine it ever becoming a TV show or a musical.

Carter was born in 1924 in Plains, Georgia, which, as you can tell from the name “Plains,” is very dull. His father was a successful farmer, which made his family wealthy by local standards. Almost every other Plains resident during Carter’s childhood was an impoverished African-American, many of whom worked on the Carter farm, a fact that is often cited as the answer to the central mystery of Carter’s childhood: how he grew up white in the Depression-era South without becoming a huge racist. It probably doesn’t tell the whole story, though, as his siblings came out just about as racist as you’d expect.

Carter attends the Naval Academy and eventually becomes a lieutenant on a nuclear submarine. At one point, he participates in a cleanup mission in which he is lowered directly into the core of an active nuclear reactor, thus causing him to develop superpowers that he will later use to win the presidency. Perhaps because of this experience—but, more likely, because he realizes that his deep-seated religious beliefs make him a poor fit for a career in an organization designed to wage war—he quits the Navy at 29 and returns home to Plains. “God did not intend for me to kill,” he says, which would have been an awesome catchphrase had those superpowers actually been real.
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Naval Lieutenant Jimmy Carter: surprisingly attractive.

Searching for a new career, Carter runs for State Senate, loses due to voter fraud, then challenges the results and wins by 15 votes in a new election. A few years later, he runs for governor, and loses for real this time, to avowed segregationist (and man with a truly awesome name) Lester Maddox. Having never experienced failure in any way before, Carter is plunged into a profound spiritual crisis by this loss. Today, we would probably just say he was depressed. But as a religious Christian in the Deep South in 1966, you don’t “get depressed,” you have a spiritual crisis. 

In 1970 Carter runs for governor again. This time, however, he decides to do whatever it takes to win. He runs a sleazy campaign that flies in the face of his modern-day reputation as kindly and honest. His campaign strategy has two core planks: 1) pretend to be a racist to appeal to the masses, and 2) avoid taking a stand on any other issue. Carter describes himself nonsensically as a “conservative progressive” and avoids commenting on the Vietnam War or the civil rights movement. He’s so good at pretending to be racist that the white supremacist White Citizens Council endorses him. He even wins the endorsement of his old opponent, outgoing Governor Maddox, who’s term-limited from running again. As far as anyone can tell, Carter never expresses any second thoughts about his disingenuous behavior during the campaign. Having passed through his spiritual crisis, he’s now guided by an unshakeable faith in his own goodness—a faith that justifies a victory by any means necessary.

The “fake racist” strategy works. Carter trounces his opponent, a wealthy businessman named Carl Sanders who he caricatures as “Cuff Links Carl”—when he’s not busy falsely accusing him of corruption, or hypocritically bashing him for his support of Martin Luther King. In January 1971, Carter is sworn in as the 76th Governor of Georgia.

Just a few minutes into his inaugural speech, Carter drops the pretenses of his campaign and executes on one of the most dramatic about-faces in modern-day political history when he declares that “the era of racial discrimination in Georgia is over.” The crowd gasps audibly, and outgoing Governor Maddox denounces Carter as a liar before the inauguration is even over. But Carter doesn’t care. He’s governor now, and he’s going to do what he wants.  

II.

And what he wants to do is… well, honestly, not all that much. Carter’s governing style is less “bold visionary,” more “competent manager.” He appoints more minorities to civil service jobs, starts an early childhood development program, and passes a reorg that streamlines a bunch of governmental agencies, but mostly he thinks about running for president. Governors in Georgia are limited to a single term, and Carter has national ambitions. He commits privately to a presidential run only a year into his time in the governor’s office.

When he first enters the 1976 Democratic primary, Carter is a complete unknown, and the general consensus is that he’s the longest of long shots. (“Jimmy who?” one opponent asks.) But two things go very, very right for him. First, he’s one of the few people who fully understands the changes to the Democratic primary process that were implemented after the chaos of the 1968 convention [1]. He stakes his campaign on the now-familiar strategy of winning the Iowa caucuses and the New Hampshire primary, which is groundbreaking at the time. More importantly, the fact that no one has ever heard of him turns out to be a huge advantage in the wake of Watergate, when voters are hungry for an outsider.

Despite the fact that his gubernatorial campaign was premised entirely on obscuring his actual beliefs, he opens his presidential campaign with the slogan “I’ll never lie to you.” He runs an Obama-esque campaign, emphasizing his personal background and outsider status rather than any specific accomplishments. By the time he wins the primary, he has a huge polling lead over the incumbent president, Gerald Ford, who’s unpopular thanks to his recent pardon of Richard Nixon and the memory of that time he slipped and fell down the stairs of Air Force One.

Carter then proceeds to squander almost his entire lead via a series of poor campaign decisions. First, he’s so overconfident that he refuses to prepare for his first debate with Ford, and completely bungles it as a result. He then sits for an interview with Playboy weeks before the election and, completely unprompted, mentions that he’s “looked on a lot of women with lust” in his life and “committed adultery in [his] heart many times.” There’s a growing perception that Carter is, in the infamous words of one journalist, “a weirdo.”

He isn’t helped by the fact that “the Establishment” is still a real thing in 1976, and they don’t like Carter one bit. The Establishment consists mostly of northern WASP elites, who are openly prejudiced against Carter for being southern, born-again, and distinctly not of their world. Former New York Governor W. Averell Harriman, who you can tell is a bastion of the Establishment because he just has an initial for a first name, sums up this view nicely when he says, “Carter can’t be president—I don’t even know him!”

Although his lead shrinks consistently up through election day, Carter nonetheless manages to squeak out a narrow victory against Ford, 49.9 to 47.9%. Had just 10,000 voters in two states flipped their votes, Carter would have lost the electoral college. But they didn’t. And now, the weirdo has become the president.
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The electoral map of the 1976 campaign. The Democratic coalition was pretty different back then!

III.

You’re Jimmy Carter, and just 23 years ago you were an unemployed Navy dropout. Now, you’re the most powerful man in the world. What do you do next?

The first answer is, you micromanage to a spectacular degree. Alone among all presidents since Truman, Carter refuses to appoint a Chief of Staff. He then immediately demonstrates why he needs one by involving himself in a comical number of minor decisions, including personally deciding which magazine subscriptions his speechwriting team should get, cutting down on the amount of food served at breakfast with congressional leaders, and canceling car service for his staff because it’ll save $92,000 of the $409 billion federal budget. Oh, and he also insists that all White House thermostats be set at 65° (55° at night), though this last mandate is eventually rescinded when the staff—some of whom are so cold they’ve been typing with gloves on—rebel.

The charitable interpretation of these decisions is that, in the wake of Watergate, Carter wants to emphasize that he and his staff are servants of the American people. The uncharitable interpretation is that Carter is an obsessive egomaniac who believes there is no situation that won’t be improved by his personal involvement.

The next thing Carter tries to do is a little bit of everything. Since his campaign was mostly focused on his personality and outsider status, he doesn’t have a specific core promise to fulfill, and as a result, his time in office is a hodgepodge of different legislative priorities. Sounds like a recipe for complete gridlock, but amazingly, Carter gets a good chunk of his agenda through Congress. He deregulates the airline and trucking industries, establishes the Department of Energy, and teams up with Ralph Nader to implement vehicle safety regulations. He passes a sweeping civil service restructuring bill, reforms Social Security, and expands the Head Start program. Oh, and along the way he also legalizes craft brewing.

Somehow, he does all of this while having one of the worst relationships with Congress of any modern president. Some of the conflict is personal: Carter is the anti-LBJ in that he hates dealmaking and is perpetually unwilling to compromise [2]. Deep down, he sees the dirty business of politics as inherently sinful, and he doesn’t understand why everyone can’t just do the right thing, especially when he’s explained to them at great length why it’s the right thing to do. He has huge Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress, but they relate to each other with barely veiled contempt. (It doesn’t help that Carter is the complete personal antithesis of Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill, a classic old-school Irish Democrat who loves back-slapping, cutting deals, and being a part of the Establishment Carter ran against.) Carter repeatedly vetoes bills passed by his own party because he has minor issues with them. At one point, he petulantly vetoes a $37bn defense bill because he thinks one specific item in it, representing less than 2% of the total, is a waste of money.

But some of the conflict is structural. To his credit, Carter is one of the first politicians to see that the post-New Deal consensus is fraying. Economic growth is slowing, inflation is rising, union membership is declining, all of which means that the traditional Democratic way of doing things—launching new federal programs, catering to interest groups, and accepting some waste and inefficiency as a cost of doing business—is on its way out, even if the old-school Dems don’t realize it yet. Really, Carter is less of a Democrat and more of a 1920’s-style Progressive Republican in the model of Teddy Roosevelt: focused on efficient, rational government, non-ideological problem-solving, and ethical stewardship.

Carter finds more success in the arena of foreign policy, where instead of dealing with mercurial politicians from his own country, he can deal with mercurial politicians from other countries. He starts by tackling the third rail of the Panama Canal. The United States built the Canal by essentially colonizing the part of Panama it runs through, and obviously, the Panamanians aren’t super cool with that. The U.S. government has been kicking the can down the road since the LBJ era by continually promising to return sovereignty over the canal to Panama eventually, and after over a decade of “eventually,” the Panamanians are getting impatient.

The politically easy move for Carter would be to drag out the negotiations until the canal becomes the next president’s problem, just as Johnson, Nixon, and Ford all did before him. But for better or for worse, Carter almost never does the politically easy thing. “It’s obvious we cheated the Panamanians out of their canal,” he says, and he negotiates a treaty in which ownership of the canal is turned over to Panama, in exchange for the U.S.’s right to militarily ensure its “neutral operation.” It’s a clever diplomatic solution—Panama gets nominal ownership while we retain all the benefits ownership provides—but the American public hates it. To the average voter, it feels like we’re just giving some random country “our” canal.

To get the treaty approved by the Senate, Carter plays the congressional negotiating game well for the first and maybe only time in his presidency. He lobbies heavily for his treaty with every senator, cutting individual deals with each of them as needed. One even goes so far as to say that in exchange for his vote, Carter has to… wait for it… read an entire semantics textbook the senator wrote back when he was a professor. Oh, and Carter also has to tell him what he thinks of it, in detail, to prove he actually read it. Carter is appalled, but he grits his teeth and reads the book. It’s a good thing he does, because the Senate ratifies the treaty by a single vote. Although it remains unpopular with the general public (five senators later lose their seats over their yes votes), those in the know understand that Carter cut a great deal for America. Panamanian dictator Omar Torrijos knows it too. Ashamed of his poor negotiating skills, he gets visibly drunk at the signing ceremony and falls out of his chair. He also confesses that if the negotiations had broken down, he would have just had the military destroy the entire canal out of spite.

Flush with confidence from his Panama Canal victory (his canalchemy? his Panamachievement?), Carter decides he should continue tackling foreign policy problems other people think are impossible. And there’s one obvious candidate: the conflict between Israel and the Arab states. Every single one of his advisors tells him this is a huge mistake and he definitely shouldn’t get involved, but knowing Carter, this only makes him want to do it more. His strategy: bring Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachim Begin to Camp David for a series of intense negotiations. As usual, Carter believes that if he can just get the relevant parties in a room with him, he can convince them to see things his way.

At Camp David, as with the Panama Canal, Carter reveals himself to be a masterful negotiator, which only makes his constant inability to successfully negotiate with Congress all the more infuriating. When dealing with his own country, he’s disgusted by the horse-trading inherent in politics and continually shoots himself in the foot by refusing to get in the muck. But somehow, when dealing with other countries, he’s able to accept that there’s inevitably going to be a certain amount of dirty work involved. This biography doesn’t really try to provide a theory for this discrepancy, and I wasn’t able to come up with one either. Perhaps Carter holds his own country to a higher standard—or perhaps, as president, he sees himself as above Congress and expects a subservience he doesn’t expect from other countries’ leaders.

Anyway, after two weeks of nonstop conversation between the three countries’ teams—during which negotiations almost fail more than once—they reach a deal. Essentially, the broad outlines are: 1) Egypt will officially recognize Israel and end the state of war between the two countries and 2) Israel will stop building settlements in the West Bank and transition towards self-governance for inhabitants of both the West Bank and Gaza [3]. The Camp David Accords, as they’re known, are a phenomenal success, putting the region on a path straight to the utopia it is today: a prosperous, conflict-free Middle East in which democracy and human rights flourish and the Palestinian people have full self-determination.

Sike! Obviously, that doesn’t happen. The Camp David Accords are seen as a triumph at the time, but in the long run, the picture is more mixed. The first part of the deal holds up, even after Sadat—who ends up becoming quite close with Carter—is assassinated by fundamentalists just a few years later. But the Israelis immediately welch on the second part of the deal and continue building settlements. Today’s Israel has more than 20x the number of settlers as it did then, making the intensity of the Carter/Begin dispute seem depressingly quaint in retrospect.
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My hot take: this is bad

Carter’s blissful focus on foreign policy is interrupted by deteriorating conditions at home. The economy hasn’t been great for most of his term, but now it’s starting to really decline, with inflation averaging 14% by the late 70’s. Paired with this high inflation are high unemployment and low growth—a set of conditions economists had previously thought was impossible. They’re so befuddled by the combination that they coin a new term for it: “stagflation.” If economic conditions during your presidency are so novel that economists have to make up a new word to describe them, it’s usually a bad thing.

The poor economy receives an additional shock with the 1979 oil crisis, when a drop in global oil production instigated by the Iranian revolution (more on that later) triggers a market reaction that more than doubles the price of oil. The result is not just skyrocketing gas prices but around-the-block lines at gas stations, with some even instituting rationing. Carter’s approval ratings, never great to begin with, drop into the low 30s.
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Gas lines in 1979

A typical politician would see their unpopularity as the obvious result of the terrible economy. But Carter is perpetually tempted by the siren song of deeper explanations for simple problems, especially if he can interpret them through a moral or spiritual lens. Influenced by an obscure pollster—against, once again, the uniform advice of his entire team—he convinces himself that America is suffering not just from stagflation and gas lines, but from a spiritual crisis—perhaps like the one he himself suffered after his failed first governor’s race.

If the cure for stagflation isn’t readily apparent, neither is the cure for a nationwide spiritual crisis. To find it, Carter does one of the most bizarre things I’ve ever heard of a president doing: he invites a mishmash of politicians, intellectuals, and religious leaders to a two-week summit at Camp David where they can tell him what’s wrong with the country and, by extension, what’s wrong with him. For day after day, from 9am to as late as 1am the next morning, Carter sits taking notes on a yellow legal pad while this group critiques him, often in strikingly personal terms. It’s an exercise in self-flagellation reminiscent of cult indoctrination rituals and Maoist self-criticism, and one it’s impossible to imagine any other president voluntarily taking on. The whole scene is so wacky that Vice President Mondale seriously considers resigning.

Some of the advice Carter gets is good (like when the newly-elected 33-year-old governor of Arkansas, Bill Clinton, tells Carter he needs to be a leader, not just a manager), but, as you’d expect would happen when you ask fifty people to tell you what’s wrong with you, some of it is totally off the rails. A prominent rabbi tells Carter that the real problem is Americans’ “unrestrained consumerism” and “mindless self-indulgence.” A Berkeley sociologist adds that Carter needs to “come down from the mountain with some hard truths” to help the American people “achieve personal happiness that does not depend on the endless accumulation of goods.”

Although this analysis is about as sophisticated as the kind of thing a precocious 19-year-old would tell you over bong hits, Carter eats it all up. Two days after the summit, he delivers a prime-time address to the country in which he claims that the real crisis isn’t the poor economy, but the American crisis of confidence. He draws a line from the Kennedy and MLK assassinations through the traumas of Vietnam and Watergate and all the way to the current energy crisis. It is perhaps the most unusual speech ever delivered by an American president—a wide-ranging, almost religious homily about America’s many failings.

To the astonishment of every single person other than Jimmy Carter, the speech actually goes over well—at first. Carter’s approval rating shoots up 11% overnight. But the good feelings don’t last. Within a few months, the polls are back to their previous lows, and the general feeling among the public is that Carter has been trying to blame the American people for his own failings. Today, the address commonly known as the “malaise speech” (though he never actually uses that word) is widely considered a political blunder of epic proportions.

IV.

Nothing pairs better with an economic crisis than a foreign policy crisis. Luckily, fate has one at the ready. As usual for the 70’s, it starts in the Middle East.

The origins of the Iran hostage crisis go back all the way to 1951, when the CIA led a coup in Iran to prevent the democratically-elected government from nationalizing their oil industry. As is usually the case with people who seize power in coups, the new, US-backed leader, the Shah, is a bit of a despot. (He infamously has gourmet lunches flown in from France on the Concorde.) By 1979, The Iranian people have had enough, and the Shah himself is overthrown by a group of fundamentalist Islamic clerics, who still control Iran to this day. In conclusion, we totally nailed the situation and none of our decisions backfired in any way. Go America!

Shortly after his escape from Iran to exile in Egypt, the Shah is diagnosed with cancer, and since he’s been a consistent American ally, lots of influential people think we should let him come to the U.S. where he can benefit from our best-in-class treatment. Carter is against the idea at first (in fact, he directly predicts that granting the Shah entry to the U.S. could lead to Americans in Iran getting taken hostage), but eventually he’s worn down by his advisors and gives in. Less than two weeks after the Shah arrives, Carter’s prediction come true: the American embassy in Iran is overrun and 52 citizens are taken hostage. Ironically, even the Shah ends up worse off, as he ultimately dies not from his cancer but from a series of avoidable medical errors made by his American doctors.

Carter has no good options for freeing the hostages. A military operation would endanger their lives, but he can’t negotiate for their release without seeming like he’s cowing to terrorists. He waits the situation out for almost a year, until he finally decides to give the go-ahead to a risky helicopter rescue attempt that the military has come up with. But the mission is a complete calamity—it’s like the Mr. Bean version of a military operation. A series of mechanical errors followed by a fatal crash during what should be a routine refueling stop kills multiple service members, and they never even make it into Iranian airspace. The remaining participants return home in abject failure, where the public perception of Carter is only slipping further.

V.

Luckily, the President has an ace up his sleeve: the steadfast support of the last surviving member of the closest thing America has to a Royal Family, the beloved and inspiring liberal icon Senator Ted Kennedy.

Just kidding! The ever-ambitious Kennedy senses weakness and decides to primary Carter instead.

The Ted Kennedy of this book is not a sympathetic character. His primary challenge is driven mostly by his hunger for power and his personal dislike of Carter. Kennedy personifies the Washington establishment that Carter ran against; also, he’s a moneyed East Coast elite and he basically sees Carter as a southern hick. Kennedy had wanted to run for president the last time, in 1976, but that had been too close to the Chappaquiddick incident, when he drunkenly drove off a bridge with a woman he may or may not have been having an affair with, and left her to drown while he swam away [4]. (The affair is now mostly known for inspiring a similar plotline in Succession’s first season.) In the 70’s, you could send a woman to her death with your drunken negligence and get away with it—at least, you could if you were a Kennedy—but you did have to let it recede into everyone’s memory for a couple years before you ran for president.

After a long, drawn-out primary, Carter has enough delegates to win, but Kennedy stays in the race all the way to the convention, dropping out only after a failed attempt to win via a last-minute rules change. He then gives a speech in which he pointedly fails to endorse Carter. Carter’s own speech just after is a comedy of errors: first, the teleprompter breaks, forcing him to ad-lib, which is not one of his strengths; then, a mechanical error causes the traditional parade of balloons to fail to rain down. Carter stands awkwardly on stage as just three or four sad balloons slowly float down from the ceiling. To top it all off, Kennedy, who has been getting drunk in his hotel room, is late to join Carter onstage for the scheduled display of unity, and in his inebriated state, he openly snubs him.

Carter is the underdog going into the general election, and he knows it. This is the first race he’s ever run as an incumbent, so none of his previous strategies work: he obviously can’t present himself as an outsider anymore, and he can’t avoid taking stances on controversial issues. But he also can’t really run on his record, since he’s presiding over both a poor economy and an ongoing foreign policy disaster. His biggest accomplishments are either difficult to explain or outright unpopular.

He also has the misfortune to be running against Ronald Reagan, who, in addition to being a once-in-a-generation political talent, is willing to fight dirty. Afraid that a last-minute hostage release deal (the possibility from which the term “October surprise” originates) will secure Carter’s reelection, Reagan’s campaign manager William Casey cuts an illegal backroom deal with Iran to ensure the hostages stay put until after the election. Or at least, it sure seems like he does—there’s no definitive proof, and many sources say otherwise, but a lot of highly suspicious circumstantial evidence has emerged in recent years. And not just from Reagan’s enemies—even James Baker, Reagan’s Chief of Staff, says that Casey probably did it [5].

To make matters even worse, Ted Kennedy comes back from the (political) grave to fuck with Carter one last time. One of his former operatives somehow manages to steal Carter’s debate prep book and passes it to the Reagan campaign. As a result, Reagan is prepared for every one of Carter’s attacks, and crushes him in the debate [6]. Though to be fair, Reagan probably would have crushed him anyway, as Carter is a terrible debater and Reagan is notoriously charming. “A recession is when your neighbor loses his job,” he likes to say. “A depression is when you lose yours. And a recovery is when Jimmy Carter loses his!”

In the end, Reagan wins in a 49-state landslide, the largest ever electoral win by a non-incumbent. The Democrats also lose the Senate for the first time since 1954. As a closing act, Carter’s team finally manages to secure a deal to release the hostages—but last-minute delays mean that instead of this being a capstone to his presidency, they go free just hours after Reagan takes the oath of office.

On his way out, Carter gives a gloomy farewell address in which he warns against the risk of nuclear war in apocalyptic terms. The survivors—“if there are any,” he says—“would live in despair amid the poisoned ruins of a civilization that had committed suicide.” Hearing the speech, his wife says, “This kind of thing is why you lost.”

VI.

I think you can draw two, somewhat contradictory lessons from the story of Carter’s presidency.

The first lesson is that you can’t help anyone unless you have power, so you should do popular things so that you can stay in power, even if that means making some moral compromises. Carter thought he was being ethical by taking principled stands, but all those principled stands meant he lost re-election, and Democrats didn’t hold the White House again for another twelve years. He probably could have done more good by moderating some of his unpopular impulses, thus allowing him, or others aligned with him, to maintain power for longer. Carter clearly understood this lesson when he pretended to be racist during his gubernatorial campaign, but he was seemingly unwilling to apply it to his actual presidency, perhaps because he saw a distinction between campaigning and governing.

The second lesson is that your success as a leader is largely at the whims of fate. Since you never really know when you’ll lose power, you should do what you think is right while you still can. For all of his unpopular decisions, the biggest strike against Carter in the mind of the American public was the deteriorating economy, which was largely out of his control. Had he done what many of his advisors wanted and delayed most of his politically risky decisions to a hypothetical second term, he probably would have lost anyway, and would have ended up accomplishing even less.

Reading this book, I kept imagining the alternate history in which Reagan succeeds in his 1976 primary challenge to Gerald Ford, which he lost narrowly in real life. Since Reagan is a much more talented politician than Ford, and isn’t tainted by Ford’s association with Nixon, he almost certainly picks up a couple points of the vote and beats Carter. Then he ends up presiding over stagflation and takes the blame for the poor economy. He loses in 1980 to Ted Kennedy, who ushers in a decade of liberal dominance until his presidency implodes in scandal amidst the revelation of his many drunken affairs.

Although it may not be clear from this review, The Outlier is actually intended to be a positive reappraisal of Carter’s presidency. The author clearly admires Carter’s iconoclasm and moral backbone, and he interprets many of Carter’s decisions through the most positive lens he can—for example, by blaming failures like the hostage crisis on listening to the wrong advisors. His thesis is that Carter was a man ahead of his time: decades before today’s public debates over race, our use of natural resources, and government hypocrisy, Carter looked the country in the eye and forced us to confront the looming end of American exceptionalism. But we didn’t want to hear the message—so we shot the messenger.

The book did convince me that Carter is somewhat underrated in the popular imagination (admittedly a low bar to clear), but I don’t think it fully succeeds in its overall attempt to rehabilitate Carter’s image. It depends on what you think the job of a president is. Is it to tell blunt truths to the American public and push us to acknowledge our country’s flaws? Or is it to implement policies that lead to tangible improvements in people’s lives? While the best leaders may do some of both, ultimately the latter is what really matters. Carter may have been ahead of his time, but being too far ahead of your time is just another synonym for being wrong.

I also don’t think this book succeeds purely as a biographical portrait of its subject. After I finished Robert Caro’s The Years of Lyndon Johnson, I felt like I really knew LBJ. But even after finishing all 628 pages of this book, Carter remains a mystery to me. I can tell you everything he did during his presidency, but I still don’t feel like I really understand him. What motivated Jimmy Carter? How did he develop his seemingly unshakeable confidence? Why did he even want to be president in the first place? (Ted Kennedy’s high-profile fumble of this question famously contributed to his primary loss, but Carter never really answers it either.)

In the author’s defense, some of this may be because he has chosen an impossible subject. Throughout his time in office, Carter was widely considered to be an enigma by a press and public that were obsessed with psychoanalyzing him. Unlike the voluble Lyndon Johnson, whose loquaciousness left behind a vast group of people who could later report back on what he’d thought and said, Carter rarely socialized and had almost no friends. He was, in the words of the author, “probably the most private and socially reticent individual ever to occupy the White House,” a difficult trait for a biographer’s subject to have.

Nonetheless, the slipperiness of its protagonist ultimately left me unsatisfied with this book. In the end, The Outlier is a lot like the Carter presidency itself: easy to like and in certain ways admirable, but ultimately a missed opportunity.


Notes


[1]

During the convention, Chicago cops indiscriminately attacked not just anti-war protestors but also journalists, photographers, and even innocent bystanders, to the horror of those watching on TV.



[2]

Also, he never once expresses dominance over his aides by making them come into the bathroom with him and take dictation while he takes a dump.



[3]

This is, of course, a grossly oversimplified summary of the actual deal; if you want more, Wikipedia has a good overview



[4]

It’s never been definitely proven that Kennedy was drunk at the time, but it seems pretty safe to assume he was given that he was leaving a party where he was seen drinking—and because it’s extremely uncommon for sober people to drive off bridges.



[5]

It also wouldn’t be unprecedented, as we now know for sure that the Nixon campaign similarly conspired to mess up LBJ’s Vietnam peace talks.



[6]

20 years later, when someone steals George W. Bush’s debate prep materials and passes them to Al Gore, the Gore campaign immediately alerts the FBI.






The Party: The Secret World of China's Communist Rulers by Richard McGregor

McGregor's The Party is a history of the Communist Party of China (CPC). It is also a playbook for the establishment of a government that has contradicting properties: Decentralised decision making and a centralised policy body; Communist ideologues running the government and private property. The single unifying goal of this government system is to deliver economic growth. Financial freedom was China's only hope after 100 years of subjugation under Western powers and Japan beginning with the Opium Wars in 1839 and ending with the end of the Second World War in 1945.

Numbers that describe the growth of the Chinese economy are eye-popping. (The Party was written in 2009.) Profits from Chinese State-run enterprises went from 0 in 1997 to $140 billion in 2007. The aggregate growth numbers for China are also impressive and have pulled half a billion people out of poverty. It is the most significant eradication of extreme poverty that we have seen since the Second World War. Behind this growth are the stewards of the Chinese economy, men who aim to return China to its designation as the "factory of the world." These men belong to a mysterious, unregistered organisation, that exists by virtue of a single line in the Chinese constitution's preamble: The Party.


The socialist system is the fundamental system of the People's Republic of China. Leadership by the Communist Party of China is the defining feature of socialism with Chinese characteristics. It is prohibited for any organisation or individual to damage the socialist system. – Constitution of the People's Republic of China (Article 1)




	
Ambiguity Is The Point





First off, McGregor clarifies the system of government in China (as much as he can). There are courts, cabinets, and governments at each level: city, province, federal. But these are subordinate to the party committees at the corresponding level. So, the real chain of power would look something like this:

[image: ]

In this diagram, the solid lines are real reporting lines. (i.e. The mayor is officially answerable to the governor.) And the dotted lines are part of the Party system. The Mayor unofficially reports to the Secretary of the City Party Committee. Ultimately, its existence is not something which can be proved through documents or journalistic reporting. McGregor's claim that this line exists is based on his experiences in China. Throughout the book, he gives many examples that reinforce his point that the dotted line exists and takes precedence over the solid line. (One of my complaints with the book is the way in which McGregor assumes the existence of this line in some parts of the book, instead of trying to prove otherwise and having to resort to its existence despite his best efforts.)

McGregor makes it amply clear throughout the book that the ambiguity in this governing system, where an outsider doesn't really know who is in control, is the point. This ambiguity gives rise to a lot of freedom for the Party to make decisions which can be presented as decisions made by the People's Government. The Party Committee Secretary of a city or province has wide ranging powers over the permit process. So, he can serve as the mythical "single-window," that businesses chase with reckless abandon, in every new economy that they enter into. By virtue of the socialist system, all the land in China is owned by the State. (No pesky government land acquisition cases that have to be litigated before a lucrative new mine can be set up.) Thus, the Secretary can lease this land. Party committees at the regional banks can be instructed to issue loans, using the Party bureaucracy. As many strategic businesses are owned by the Party, all these activities cannot be classified as "self-dealing." Indeed, they follow the capitalist mantra of "creating shareholder value." The Party is the major shareholder in the ventures that will benefit due to this swift decision making and the free hand that party secretaries around China are given.

Should we term the CPC as a shadow government? Yes. The CPC maintains an intentionally low profile. The highest body in the CPC is the Politburo, which has 9 members. Everyone knows the CPC General Secretary Xi Jinping. However, the other 8 members are obscure, and as McGregor insists: "often unknown even in the provinces they used to govern." At each level of government, and inside state- and non-state-run enterprises, the Party is more powerful than the publicly visible chain of power. But admitting this superiority openly will break the illusion.

McGregor takes the reader on a tour of the different departments inside this shadow government. The book begins with a brief history of the Party and a summary of the governing system. The subsequent chapters cover a variety of subjects such as decentralisation, corruption, and propaganda. Each chapter contains anecdotes from the author's travels in China and from public reporting.

Reading any book about China is disorienting. It is impossible to understand modern China's rise from outside China. The closest one can get is to understand the institutions which spurred the unprecedented growth and prosperity, alongside a controlling state. Accepting that communism and prosperity can coexist is difficult. Cuba, Russia, and East Germany have corrupted the imagination of the capitalist world. The drab brown clothing is seen as a stand-in for governing systems that are unimaginative and do not possess the tools to thrive in a world with open borders for goods and people. To fall into this trap and term the Chinese government as authoritarian or the privacy sacrifices made by the Chinese people as futile would be a grave mistake. The open-borders, liberal model of development was used by some countries to reach their higher-income status. This model is being exported by institutions such as the WTO, the IMF, and the World Bank. However, it does not exclude the existence of another, more effective model which is appropriate for Asia. The Chinese model of growth is the most recent example of an economy growing from scratch to a dominant position. Dismissing it out-of-hand is short-sighted.


	
Propaganda, History, and Mao





The State-approved consensus inside China is that Mao is "70% good and 30% bad." This seems like an overly positive evaluation for a leader who unleashed 10 years of madness and death during the Cultural Revolution, after his previous plan (The Great Leap Forward) failed to produce the socialist utopia that he was aiming for. Why does this evaluation still hold sway?

Mao is the man behind the People's Republic of China. He was Chairman of the CPC for the longest period of time. He is the amalgamation of three key figures in communism.


	Marx' Ideology: Mao Zedong thought is the root of Chinese socialist ideology

	Lenin's Revolution: Mao was the revolutionary who overthrew the previous system and kick started a country based on this ideology

	Stalin's Despotism:, Mao was the despotic ruler who lost his way and implemented policies which lead to the death of millions and destruction of traditional Chinese culture



Mao's ideology and revolution are the 70% good that he gets credit for. 30% is docked for the path he chose when his initial plan failed. Mao Zedong thought is the foundation stone of the Chinese system of government. He can never be extricated from China's image of itself or from the story that China tells about its triumphs and tribulations.

McGregor gives a detailed recounting of the CPC's decision in 1981, 5 years after Chairman Mao's death, to accept that Mao had made mistakes. But to accept that Mao was "100% bad" would be a self-inflicted wound. Deng Xiaoping, Chinese premier in 1981, had the insight that stripping Mao of his party membership for these mistakes would be a blunder. If the CPC were to evict Mao for his mistakes, the radical thinkers would eventually negate the system that was built on Mao Zedong thought. The radical thinkers may not have come in the next decade or five. But to Deng, the negation was inevitable.

Control over the narrative of China's past and present falls to the Propaganda Department. To control narratives of the present, weekly guidelines are issued to all newspaper editors. These guidelines list topics that are out-of-bounds. True to form, these guidelines are ambiguous. The ambiguity in them is supposed to be interpreted as conservatively as possible by editors who know where the line is. The stories that cross this line never get written. The Propaganda Department is the most shadowy and hidden part of a government system where few people openly talk about anything, except what is already settled CPC policy.


	
People's Liberation Army And Its Importance To CPC





The People's Liberation Army (PLA) is China's military. As General Secretary of the CPC, Xi Jinping is also the head of the Central Military Commission (CMC), which controls and courts the PLA. In McGregor's reading, "the PLA is the only real threat to the CPC." I am not convinced that other threats don't exist or that those that exist could go out of the CPC's control in the future. But that the PLA is a threat to the CPC is beyond doubt. With control over the media and over assembly of its citizens, the only group of citizens who are allowed to carry weapons and assemble are soldiers in the PLA. Measures have been taken to keep them placated.

The PLA has received double digit budget increases; their modernization was prioritised by the Party; the Party continues to regularly run jingoistic pieces in State media that highlight the "grave" threats to the Chinese system of government and especially to the mutinies that are brewing inside the PLA. (No such mutiny has ever been found.) These threats serve a purpose: They tether the PLA to the CPC against an imaginary enemy.

The PLA was the military wing of the CPC. The CPC itself was founded by Mao as a revolutionary party; so, when the revolution ended, the PLA stopped serving any purpose. There is no one to rebel against in China anymore, except the Party itself. The PLA's international role is a modern afterthought, which has become eminent in recent times as China's clout increases in global conflicts.

Three things are notable about the tether between the two most powerful institutions in China.

First, the CPC convinced the PLA that territorial expansion and military competition would lead to conflict which would be detrimental to China's growth as an economic superpower. It would hamstring the policymakers' ability to steward the economy. This worked. While the US and USSR were involved in a Cold War, China saw steady growth that empowered a new middle class. During the 15 year period starting around the end of the disastrous Cultural Revolution in 1977 and ending just after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992, Chinese GDP grew at an average annual rate of 9.45%.[1]

Second, the CPC realised the potential of a revolution when some PLA commanders refused to carry out orders during the 1989 Tiananmen revolution. The lead-up to Tiananmen was characterised by a decade of liberalisation where university professors and students were allowed to voice their opinions about wanting a more representative government. The CPC "woke-up" to the existential threat that the PLA could pose. McGregor describes the 6 months after Tiananmen as "tense" as people at think-tanks, universities, and at the PLA who had supported or expressed sympathy for the protests were imprisoned.

Third, the Taiwan question. Under Chinese premier Jiang Zemin, this question was desperate for an answer. Jiang was a nationalist and did not care about the economic impact of military conflict. His period as the chairman of the CMC after the end of his tenure as the General Secretary of the CPC was dangerous for the new premier Hu Jintao, who wanted to refocus on the economy. The PLA preferred a military conflict with Taiwan because it had been recently modernised (bolstered by the budget increases, that came without fail each year.) and because it saw an opportunity to get out of the Party's control during the chaos that would undoubtedly follow a war with Taiwan. Hu extricated himself from this precarious situation because the Chinese people agreed that the Taiwan question could be left unsettled for some more time. (Their tacit approval is inferred from the lack of widespread protests demanding a military conflict with Taiwan for reunification. Such widespread protests were predicted by some conservative scholars inside China and by Jiang's supporters.) After Hu's term began in 2002, the Taiwan question was put on the back-burner; and the PLA's ambitions to break free of the Party had been squished.


	
The Party and Corruption





A significant threat to the CPC is corruption and cronyism within its ranks. The Chinese government system's "decentralisation for quick decision making" works only when its ranks are full of talented and competent people, who are acting at least indirectly in the Party's interests. Indeed, Party membership should be contingent on these skills. But corruption can taint even the most talented of people. Avoiding corruption and cronyism among officials, especially those that are further away from Beijing has been a challenge for the Party.

The CPC anti-graft department heads corruption investigations. The anti-graft commission has a lot of power. They can hold people for up to 6 months. When the investigation is complete, the Party decides whether the official is guilty. But there is one caveat to this ostensibly good anti-corruption infrastructure.

Investigations that probe senior party officials must be approved by the Party apparatus one level above the official. This serves two purposes: as senior Party officials want to appear to be tough on corruption, they will want to approve any corruption investigation request that comes their way. However, corruption in their ranks would reflect badly on their own competence, and so, they will try to suppress investigations as much as possible. The second, implicit purpose of this approval process is that Politburo members and their families are essentially protected from any corruption investigation, as there is no one above them to approve a corruption investigation into them.

After the Party investigation, the judicial process takes over. This process is simply for the sentencing of the official. Even if the official was found to be not guilty of the charge (which happens in very few cases), the detention of an official by the Party anti-graft committee alone will spell disaster for their career.

McGregor goes into a long digression about Shanghai and the role of corruption in the growth of Shanghai's economy and its relative power in Beijing under Chinese premier Jiang Zemin. Shanghai was famously rich and corrupt during this period. And Jiang put people from Shanghai inside the Politburo, which created the only faction that had ever existed inside the Politburo. When Hu Jintao came to power, he cracked down on Shanghai using the anti-graft commission and a scandal that was brewing in the real-estate market there. McGregor does not cite any other usages of the anti-graft commission for personal gain.

This part of the book was the most revelatory for me. It is clear to me that officials in China have more power than bureaucrats in other Western-style democracies. Corruption is widespread in democracies where the official is vested with power over the permit process and even over ordinary citizens. While McGregor himself does not go into reasons about why officials are not more corrupt, a genuine belief among officials that the growth of their regional economy will also lead to personal benefit seems to be the main reason. In McGregor's telling, the anti-graft commission plays a somewhat secondary role in controlling corruption, with its main role being to show outsiders that the Party is tough on corruption.


	
Decentralisation Policy Cycle





A large part of China's economic growth has come from the right amount of decentralisation. What is that right amount? There is no answer to this question. There does seem to be a "tolerable" level of decentralisation though, because the government in Beijing is stuck in a policy cycle with alternating periods of centralization and decentralisation. This diagram illustrates the cycle.
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McGregor says that local and regional governments will tow the Party line when it comes to political campaigns (such as those relating to propaganda or ideology). As for economic policy, local governments will pick what they believe will work for their region and implement only those. This disobedience is corrosive even for Beijing because it lives on as a reflection of the Party's incomplete control over China's economy. However, it is also beneficial for Beijing because freedom to steward each region's economy in a different direction is the only way to deliver growth in a country as large and diverse as China. Each economic region has different characteristics and Central Planning was proven to be a failure.

Local governments compete fiercely against each other. This competition is inflamed by the local Party Secretary's ability to decide matters related to land and finances on the spot, with no requirement to take proposals back to a legislative body. Officials have an interest in a flourishing economy wherever they are as this will reflect well on their competence and help them move up the Party ladder of power. It is good for the Party because it can test new policies in some regions before expanding it to the whole country. The Party itself has been using this competition by putting promising young leaders in embattled regions and promoting the people who can turn around these regions.

The Sanlu dairy poisoning incident from 2008 was a disastrous coalescence that led to deaths, a cover-up and eroded confidence in dairy products produced in China. McGregor provides a gripping account of the scandal, which follows the executives at the dairy company Sanlu and the Party officials during the first few days after the discovery of the poisoning. The scandal was uncovered a week before the Beijing Olympics in 2008. The options that are available to them are all painful and they have to choose between varying degrees of disaster. The Propaganda Department had issued guidelines that prohibited any reporting related to food safety issues. The chairman of the dairy company decided that she would cover-up the scandal at least until after the Olympics, which would be overshadowed by a scandal of this magnitude, especially one with the sensitive image of dead infants associated with it. The chapter recounts a nationalist decision by a company executive, who knew that no matter what she chose to do, her personal life (and possibly her career) was going to be tainted by this failure. Yet, she decides to cover the matter up and tow the Party line. When the scandal was discovered, justice was swift and top managers were punished. No mention was made of the Party's guidelines that resulted in the delayed public discovery of the scandal.


	
Avoiding The Perils of Single-Party Rule





What is the problem with being the only political party that is allowed to exist? You are responsible for everything. Every bump in the road can become an existential threat. As dictators in the Middle East found out during the 2011 Arab Spring protests, when the public starts protesting due to some unrelated economic issue (such as inflation), they won't stop when that issue gets resolved. Things spiral from there. And there is little a government can do when its own people rise up against it. Democracy gives people the opportunity to "rise up" and vent their frustration every 4 or 5 years. Other forms of government don't give the people any chance at all. The CPC is no different and knows about the perils of single-party rule intimately.

Protests at Tiananmen square in 1989 were a turning point for the CPC because it was the first time the Party had been challenged from within and had come dangerously close to touching off country-wide protests. The Party stopped the protests early using military power, leading to a high death toll and horrible images. Discussion about the protests was contained using the Propaganda Department's control on the media. But the Party also had a profound realisation: The people wanted economic growth. If they could not deliver economic growth, then they would ask for local elections and a free press. And so, the Party redoubled its efforts on two fronts: First, delivering economic growth to the Chinese people and second, tilting the party-government dual hierarchy governing system more towards the Party and reducing the Chinese state to a shell.

The tool that they used to achieve both ends was the Communist state enterprise: Public sector companies that would be just as efficient as private sector companies, compete with each other, and go abroad to get foreign investment.

This policy worked. There are no two ways about it: It worked. State enterprises shed 48 million employees between 1993 and 2003.[2] These were people who had been inefficiently employed by state enterprises and promised pensions. Once they were let go, they could be employed in other industries where labour was actually required. The surplus labour undoubtedly powered the growth of China as a manufacturing hub since 2000.

Apart from Economic growth, the Party also uses its control on personnel to keep dissent in check within the professional elite. As there is no concept of private property that is independent of the Party in China for these executives, a single misstep can lead to their massive fortunes being appropriated by the State. (Jack Ma's disappearance and subsequent reappearance was a prominent example which happened after this book was published.)

Control over the history that gets told to Chinese children is the final tenet of the Party's guarantee of its control. The Propaganda department approves textbooks. The 100 year period of subjugation is reinforced. Present-day happenings are told through the lens of a paranoid state media which portrays nearly everything that the West or any non-ally does as "anti-China." And this nationalist fervour machine seems to be working.

The Party's approach has very much been: "Deliver economic growth to all parts of society. Don't allow too much public introspection or debate. Don't be wrong."


	
Foreseeing The Future





The CPC has had an uncanny ability to foresee the booms of the future. When presented as a list, they are impressive.


	Avoiding Oligarchy: Countries started with the same fundamental problems after the Second World War: Inefficient state-run businesses that needed to be optimised because the state was going to get out of business. Oligarchs took over a lot of businesses when the Soviet Union collapsed. India accelerated into Oligarchy at a slower rate, but eventually reached the same endpoint. Capitalism produced this output as the desired endpoint in America. China avoided it, somehow. China made its state enterprises efficient businesses. This was not done through privatisation; instead the state consolidation in these businesses increased! As an added advantage, this state consolidation was a policy tool: Chinese banks abroad and Chinese energy companies abroad serve as extensions of the Chinese government's economic and energy policy.

	Avoiding Arms Races: Military expansion was not going to provide China with a guarantee against subjugation. China continues to avoid the kind of arms races which consume resources without producing any progress.

	No Rival Centers of Power: The CPC has been very successful in ensuring that all power emanates from or flows through the CPC. There are controls to ensure that wealth or following can never become a center for power. For e.g., Amway and other direct sales companies were not allowed in China because the Party recognized the religion-like characteristics of this movement. (The promise of easy victories and large rallies with inspirational speeches must have been what gave these enterprises away.) There are no trade unions which are not allowed by the Party. (The CPC is the spokesperson of the Chinese worker. Why then should the worker need another union?)



In each case, the policies are beneficial to both the Party and the Chinese people. As McGregor indicates lightly, it will become increasingly difficult to differentiate between the interests of the Chinese people, the Chinese state and the CPC. These three will fuse into a single entity that is stewarded by the CPC.




Notes


[1]

World Bank data.



[2]

Employment went down from 76 million to 28 million in this period.






The Reckoning by David Halberstam

The Reckoning, written by David Halberstam, published in 1986, is about the sacking of Detroit, aka the US automobile industry, by the Japanese. It is a classic underdog tale, and Halberstam tells it in a manner that is practically defunct in journalism today — scrupulously even-handed, knitting together multiple perspectives with an understanding for how reasonable people can see the same events completely differently. (As for unreasonable people, don’t worry, there are a lot of them in the book, too).

When Halberstam reported and wrote The Reckoning, Japan and its killer exports were a major phobia of the American establishment. If Detroit, once the most dominant and prosperous industry of the world’s most dominant and prosperous nation, could be overtaken by a country that had, within living memory, been a smoldering heap of rubble and ash, what did that say about the future? How long could it be before the Japanese took over everything?

The fears of that era turned out to be overblown, as such fears often are. But The Reckoning sheds ample light on another dynamic that is very much alive and pertinent today. At its peak in the 1950s and 1960s, the American automobile industry did something unprecedented  — it aligned the interests of the managerial elite and the working class. Managers, supervising these increasingly complex systems of production, understood that a key aspect of their jobs was to make workers more efficient and therefore more valuable. The combination of steady growth, innovation, tenacious unions and lack of foreign competition enabled blue-collar workers to maintain stable, decent-paying careers and enjoy comfortable retirements.

Though this state of affairs was fully duplicated in only one other industry — steel — it set a model for the economy that hangs over the present like Charles Dickens’ Ghost of Christmas Past. Looking back on the heyday of Detroit, you can’t help asking, Was it inevitable that this manager-worker alignment would be thrown out of whack?  Wouldn’t the United States be better off if blue-collar jobs still came with that level of status and security?

These days, the country’s managerial elite and working class are not only not in alignment, they hardly have anything to do with one another at all. In high-value growth industries — tech and finance — the managerial elite no longer spend any time thinking about how to increase the productivity of their blue-collar workforce because they don’t have a blue-collar workforce to speak of. Increasingly, elites work with and for each other, making goods and services largely for other elites. As white and blue collar worlds pull further and further apart, wealth inequality and political discord become unavoidable. The Reckoning does an excellent job of explaining how we started down this path.

Halberstam, who was killed in a car crash in 2007 at the age of 73, was a titanic figure in American journalism, a man with a legendary work ethic. He could drill down deep into characters and engage perceptively in sweeping historical themes. As a young reporter, he covered the Vietnam War for the New York Times and played a critical role in exposing the magnitude of the U.S. failure there. He then wrote a massive tome called The Best and the Brightest, about the youthful, highly motivated intelligentsia that inhabited the Kennedy and Johnson administrations and gambled millions of innocent lives on their conviction that the line against Communism had to be held in southeast Asia.

Halberstam went on to write more than a dozen other books, but if you are going to read a single volume of his, it’s supposed to be The Best and the Brightest, the enduring classic. By contrast, The Reckoning, though it was a bestseller and received strong reviews upon publication, is considered a secondary work, to the extent it’s considered at all anymore. Which is actually why I picked it up. I believe in the deep cut, the promise that the less scrutinized work of a great artist or writer is the one to seek out.

The Reckoning has a quirky premise, surprisingly, since Halberstam is anything but a quirky writer. To dramatize the clash between American and Japanese automakers, he focuses not on General Motors and Toyota, the dominant players, but Ford and Nissan, the runners-up. You could almost call this book The Next Best and Not Quite as Bright. But the strategy pays off because the stories of Ford and Nissan cut closer to the bone than I suspect those of General Motors and Toyota ever could. For significant portions of their histories, Ford and Nissan weren’t just fighting for market share. They were fighting for survival.

In any case, you certainly wouldn’t want to leave the Fords out of any story. As far as twisted family sagas go, they’re world class. Henry, the founder, was a miracle worker as well as one supremely ornery bastard. Probably these two things are related, although it’s hard to say how or why. Like Elon Musk, Ford couldn’t help himself from saying crazy shit and winding people up. He thought reading books was like “a dope habit.” He worried that the Great Depression might not last enough to wring out all the excesses of American life. He hated anybody who tried to tell him what to do, especially lawyers, bankers and accountants. He also hated smokers, drinkers, labor unions, and Jews, not necessarily in that order. He spied on his workers at home. He styled his hair with unadulterated kerosene. The man was a dangerous crank.

Ford’s greatest innovation was not the car per se, but the machine he built for making cars, the assembly line. Before he installed conveyor belts and moved his nascent vehicles through 29 separate stages of production — a concept he adapted from slaughterhouses —  building a car was a one-at-a-time industrial art project. It took 728 hours of a single man’s labor to complete one. He cut it to 93 minutes, putting the rest of the automobile industry at a deficit it took years for them to make up. In 1914, Ford had 13,000 workers and they produced 267,720 vehicles. The other 299 companies, employing 66,350 workers, combined to make 286,770 cars. Ford knew how to squeeze the most out of his workers, famously doubling their wages to $5 a day, which paid off handsomely in productivity, loyalty and public relations.

To Ford, all the value of a car was created on the factory floor. His masterpiece was the River Rouge plant which employed upwards of 75,000 souls and was kept so spotlessly clean they went through 5,000 mops a month. As a company, Ford produced its own steel, glass and rubber. Though its operations included thousands of officer workers, old Henry could never wrap his head around what most of them did and he had fits of rage when he wanted to fire them all.

After spending the prime years of his life building the greatest company the world had yet seen, Ford devoted his last two decades to destroying it. He fought all attempts to innovate, especially those orchestrated by his doomed son Edsel, and simply refused to give any credence whatsoever to consumer taste. What mattered wasn’t what customers wanted, it was what he deigned to give them.

By the onset of World War 2, the company was barely hanging on, saved from bankruptcy by war contracts. Finally, bitter and deranged, Henry and his inner circle of thugs were ousted by his wife and daughter in law in a plot worthy of a TV series. (It could be called … Succession?). He was replaced by his grandson Henry Ford II, who turned into a colossal asshole in his own right. By middle age, the Deuce, as he was known, became an embarrassing boor, double-crosser, drunk and womanizer. But he did manage to restore the company to health and preside over many fat years.

Ford was helped along in its recovery by the arrival of the Whiz Kids, a  group of bright young men who had managed the logistics of the war. Their leader was Robert McNamara, future Secretary of Defense under Johnson, who said in the documentary ‘Fog of War’ that when he arrived at Ford, fewer than 10 of the company’s top 1,000 executives had gone to college. What would’ve been the point? They had learned the business by working their way up from the factory floor.

McNamara changed all that. On his watch, college boys took over the company. Their specialties were data, marketing and design. They were, wrote Halberstam, “the forerunners to the Yuppies … Their loyalties were not to cars but to careers … In order to succeed it was important to stay as far away as possible from the reality of the company.”

Reality being the factories and the lumpen who worked in them.

Ford’s post-war high point  was the Ford Mustang, rolled out by the legendary executive Lee Iacocca, who was the epitome of the self-regarding Sixties car guys who refused to see the future until it smacked them in the face. Iacocca “was the new, confident, pugnacious figure of the auto industry,” wrote Halberstam. “Cars were big and going to get bigger. He pushed racing:’“Race ‘em on Sunday, sell ‘em on Monday.’ He was openly contemptuous of the earlier Ford efforts at safety. When the subject of clean air came up, he said, ‘We’ve got to pause and ask ourselves, How much clean air do we need?”

When the Arab oil embargo hit in the 1970s, gas prices spiked and Detroit suddenly couldn’t give away its big cars, Iacocca’s career hit the skids along with the entire industry. Massive pension obligations, blithely agreed to in flush times, became unsustainable, nearly wiping out Chrysler, the weak sibling of the Big Three. Iacocca got a chance to redeem himself as its savior CEO, bringing the company back from the brink with federal aid and a new category-busting model known as the Minivan. Detroit lived to fight another day, but barely.

While the post-war culture of plenty in America turned Detroit soft and slow, Japan had no choice but to go hard and fast. The country’s swift reemergence as an economic power makes it easy — for outsiders — to forget just how thoroughly destroyed it had been by Allied bombs in World War 2. Halberstam describes the experience of Katsuji Kawamata, the future chairman of Nissan, reporting for work after the war as a bank branch manager in Hiroshima.


“Years later, he could remember every detail of his arrival …  It was at five o’clock in the morning. The only people there to greet him were the city’s numerous black marketers, gathered around little fires that they had lit to keep warm. Kawamata was wearing his army overcoat and long boots and carrying his army mess tin … He walked from the station along burned-out streets until he reached the street where the bank was. The gods had not been any gentler with the bank building than they had with anything else in the center of Hiroshima. It was a cavern of burned bricks; it looked as if it had been crushed by some enormous hand. He looked around and found a few sticks of wood and started a fire to cook his rice.”



Japan’s other major cities were not much better off. Half of Tokyo lay in ruins. But all across that devastated country, millions did the same as Kawamata — they got back to work. What else was there to do?

Aid from the United State was substantial (about $2.4 billion compared to the $13 billion that went to Europe via the Marshall Plan), but it came with many strings attached. The Americans wanted to ensure that Japan developed a conservative business culture and not succumb to communism. To this end, President Truman dispatched Joseph Dodge to Tokyo to press upon Japanese leaders the virtues of fiscal discipline and to get inflation under control. Dodge was an odd duck, a banker who hated lending money, a useful trait for surviving the Great Depression but a serious profesional handicap at most other times. His austerity plan was to cause acute short-term pain, forcing many indebted businesses to close, and he wasn’t sure how the idea would be received by General Douglas MacArthur, who, as head of the US occupation, wielded imperial powers with a dramatic flair. So Dodge presented his plan with a fair degree of trepidation.


“As Dodge spoke for the new, more stringent budget, he watched MacArthur’s face cloud up and become cold and angry. This is it, thought Dodge, he’s really going to come down on me. For what seemed like an uncommonly long time, the general said nothing. He simply stared out the window. Then he came over, pointed his finger into Dodge’s chest (‘so hard that I thought he had pierced me,’ he later recalled) and said, ‘You’re right — let’s get on with it.’”



Within a relatively short time, the government began running a surplus, and an official went to Dodge to inform him that the economic recovery was indeed underway. How do you know, inquired Dodge? “Tokyo thieves,” Dodge was told, “had started stealing money again.”

By 1957, Japan was the world’s top steel producer. Cars took longer, in part because developing insights into consumer behavior was hard in a country where nobody could afford to buy anything. That same year, Nissan dipped a toe in the export market, shipping two passenger cars and a pick-up truck to an auto show in Los Angeles. Japan’s local trade representative went to the port to greet the ship and was horrified by the vehicles that rolled out of the cargo hold. They were the ugliest cars he’d ever seen, hopelessly plain and practical, “built for short hauls on bad roads,” which is all Japan had. His friend, who’d accompanied him, told him not to worry. “One percent of all Americans are crazy. They like to do something crazy, and so perhaps a few of these will do something very crazy like buying a Japanese car.”

Four company engineers came with the cars, to test them on American roads. They had no idea what they were in for. They spoke little English and were shocked by what everything cost. Every meal at a restaurant was an adventure and the driving was worse. The cars were painfully ill-equipped for the speed and scale of America, shaking and rattling terribly at what for American-made cars was a comfortable cruising speed. Their trip concluded with one of the engineers crashing through a windshield and losing two teeth.

When the team returned to Japan, Nissan’s board of directors gave them a hero’s welcome at the airport, and the engineer tried to conceal his injury by reattaching his broken teeth with chewing gum. It failed to do the job, and the whole embarrassing mishap had to be explained. It was a humbling experience for the company but there was nothing to do except forge ahead. Nissan sent delegations to Detroit, where they were treated to extensive tours of the factories and shown how everything worked. Nobody considered them a threat.

Over the next decade, Nissan worked out the kinks in its little cars (which were first sold to Americans under the name Datsun), added a touch of style and panache and was perfectly positioned when the oil embargo struck and Americans were forced to think about gas mileage for the first time. Maybe these Japanese cars weren’t so crazy after all.

Detroit would never be the same again. But their problems were bigger than just the Japanese.

“The old American economy created jobs and wealth; the wealth was broadly based, shared among workers who were the best paid in the world and the owners,” wrote Halberstam. “The new economy was more brilliant, more stimulating for those who bet on themselves and won.”

When The Reckoning was published, the U.S. tech industry was a tiny glimmer of what it has become. But Halberstam sensed the transformation that was at hand. The American economy was moving away from Detroit. Productivity gains and automation cut into manufacturing employment while production headed south or overseas in search of lower wages and taxes. Smart kids coming out of school, meanwhile, went straight  to Wall Street and Silicon Valley without so much as a glance at the Motor City.

If you asked Americans if they’d be willing to trade a duller Silicon Valley for a more robust industrial Midwest, a majority would probably agree. That’s the Trump margin of victory right there. But what would the price be? Germany runs a version of this economy, keeping many of its best and brightest employed in the industrial sector, and while there are benefits to this approach (income inequality is lower, and BMW, Mercedes and Porsche are pretty nice car companies!), these efforts to hold back the future make Germany poorer overall. Though it is the 4th largest economy in the world, a single American company — Apple —  is worth more than Germany’s 30 most valuable publicly traded companies. And of the world’s 100 most valuable software companies, the United States has 76, Germany has 2.

Japan, for what it’s worth, also has 2.

Do we still want to make that trade?






The Republic by Plato

Introduction

Plato’s The Republic is a book about Socrates (Plato’s teacher) and several interlocutors attempting to find the nature of justice, and to prove that justice is superior to injustice. While Plato is the author, Socrates is the main character who presents Plato’s arguments. It seems likely that Socrates usually speaks with Plato’s voice throughout the text. To prove this point about justice, Socrates proposes to first examine justice in the state, since it will be larger and more readily apparent in a larger community, and then use this as a metaphor for the individual. As a result, The Republic is a work that combines both political and moral philosophy. I would call it mostly a political philosophy text. Of its eleven chapters, seven of them are devoted purely to the details of Plato’s ideal state. Of the remaining four, two of those chapters contain significant political elements, as they discuss morality explicitly through the metaphor of the state. Thus, we can call The Republic a political philosophy book with an undertone of moral philosophy included.

Thus, in order to examine the book and it’s conclusions, we have to ask the following:


	What is the nature of justice, according to Plato?

	What was Plato’s ideal political state like?

	What was Plato’s ideal morality, and how did it relate to the state?



After this, I’ll give my own thoughts on the matter.

It is worth noting that in this review, I’ll often be using gendered terms such as “craftsman” when looking at Plato’s arguments. This is because these are the words he generally uses, and thus using these terms stays closer to his own statements. When making my own thoughts or refutations, I’ll aim to switch back to gender-neutral terms.

The Nature of Justice

At the start of the book, Socrates enters a dialogue about the nature of justice, and demonstrates what justice is not. First to step up is Polemarchus, who claims justice is a techn__ē that enables us to help our friends and hurt our enemies. Techn__ē is a Greek word that can mean various types of professional and creative skills. One could think of it as a skill, art, or craft. Socrates argues against this with several arguments. But the most important argument, the one we will come back to, is this.

Justice is what lets us help our friends, but harm our enemies. However, if we harm someone, we make them worse, by the standards of human excellence (ar__ē__t__ē). But justice is human excellence. Thus, by making them worse, we make them more unjust. So a just man would not use his goodness (ar__ē__t__ē) to make other people more unjust.

You may notice that the term ar__ē__t__ē has been used twice here for different things - human excellence and goodness. This, too, is incredibly important. Socrates says “justice is human excellence”, meaning “justice is ar__ē__t__ē”. Arētē means both excellence and goodness in the original Greek, and thus it does not seem a coincidence that Socrates pairs these two together a lot. To Socrates, human excellence and moral virtue are one and the same.

The second theory of justice is given by Thrasymachus, a sophist (paid orator and educator) who claims justice is what is in the interest of the stronger party. Thrasymachus continues later on and says that an unjust man will have more strength, freedom, and power than a just man. While it is not stated outright, my understanding of the implication of this is that Thrasymachus claims the unjust man achieves greater excellence than the just man, and since justice is human excellence, that means justice must be whatever is in the stronger party’s interest.

Socrates argues against this by talking about cooperation - saying that unjust men will naturally work against each other and even themselves, which would surely reduce that seeming strength, freedom, and power. Socrates then goes on to state one of the central themes of The Republic. The “function” of a thing is what it does best, life is a function of the mind, and thus a just mind must have a good life, while an unjust mind a bad one.

Adeimantus and Glaucon, who serve as the interlocutors for the rest of the book, then present the final case for injustice. Socrates says that justice should be welcomed both for its own sake and for the consequences it brings. Glaucon says that if justice is to be worthwhile for its own sake, it must be better to be a just man that everyone thinks is evil, rather than an unjust man that everyone thinks is virtuous. Adeimantus follows this up by saying it is to man’s advantage not to be just for the purposes of cooperation, but to have a reputation for justice and pretend to co-operate with legitimately just individuals. They then ask Socrates to prove that justice is worthwhile for its own sake, even if no worldly consequences for injustice are ever revealed. The case for this is what sets the stage for the rest of the book, and allows Socrates to extend upon what he said above.

Plato’s Ideal State

Socrates goes on to say that justice is hard to find, but since larger things are easier to see [citation needed] we can start by finding justice in the community, then see if that maps to the individual. He starts by presenting a founding principle of the community - the idea of specialization. Each individual should do one job, and do one job well - the farmer should farm, the weaver should weave, the builder should build, and they should utilize trade in order to ensure they’re all better off. This philosophy of “Each person does a single job and does it well” is repeated often throughout The Republic.

Once a society desires luxuries, Socrates says, it must become large enough and ambitious enough to require soldiers for warfare and defense. Soldiering is itself a profession, and requires a dedicated soldier class called Guardians. It is worth noting that in Athens at the time, almost all able-bodied male citizens would participate in battle, whether as a soldier if they could afford equipment, or rowing the boats if not. Plato’s application of the specialization principle here thus goes against the orthodoxy of the time.

Socrates then brings up another of his central ideas - the Guardians must have a philosophic distribution. He does so via the following argument: Guardians should be like watchdogs, being aggressive towards enemies while protective towards friends. But the only difference between a friend and an enemy to a watchdog is that the dog is friendly towards those it knows. Therefore, if the dog alters its behavior based on knowledge, the dog must have a love of knowledge, which is the same as a philosophic disposition. Guard dogs are natural philosophers, and so too should our Guardians be. Yeah, this isn’t the last time we’ll run into a somewhat questionable metaphor from Plato. Apparently, the idea that the dog might be trained to do this and thus values obedience above all else didn’t occur to him. And while “obedience at all costs” may be considered by some a decent trait for a soldier, it makes for a pretty lousy philosopher.

Thus, I find this particular argument quite unconvincing.

Socrates then goes on to how these Guardians should be educated. He talks for a long time about art and poetry and what is and isn’t acceptable. To sum up - any representation of heroes and gods showing weakness, duplicity, negative emotions, and moral vice is unacceptable to Plato’s Republic. The Guardians may then think “Well, if it’s okay for Achilles and Zeus to act in such a way, why not me?” and we can’t have that in our soldier class. Socrates believes it fully justified to censor art, poetry, and even the genres of music allowed in the Republic in order to create this optimal environment for the Guardians.

One of the more jarring sections for modern readers appears next, when he talks about the physical education (read: military education) of the Guardians. In a section on health, he says that simplicity of exercise produces simplicity of health, and looks down greatly on the chronically ill. He says that anyone who cannot survive the routine of his ordinary job is of no use to himself or society, and thus the unhealthy should be left to die, and those whose psychological constitution is “incurably corrupt” will be put to death. Glaucon agrees this is for the best for both the individual sufferer and for society.

This is a jarring and callous section, but it also showcases the consequences of Plato’s beliefs. We will go into this in more detail later, but let us remember that for Plato, human excellence and moral virtue were heavily intertwined, and the same word is used for both. Plato is also very much a collectivist - he is focused on the health of the state and society, and the individuals within it are of little to no moral concern. Plato existed a couple of thousand years before liberalism, and that shows here.

Finally, Plato extends on his class system further, dividing the Guardians into two classes - Rulers (who rule, obviously) and Auxiliaries, who act as the soldier class. He says those who pass rigorous tests of body and mind will become Rulers, and that both Rulers and Auxiliaries should live a communistic type of lifestyle. They own no property of their own and are forbidden from handling silver or gold. Everything they need (and nothing else) will be provided by the rest of society as a tax. Plato believes this will prevent tyranny in the Guardians. This system is fairly similar to that of Sparta, with the added change of this communistic lifestyle. As we’ll see later, Plato believed Spartan society was perhaps the best society currently existing, second only to this ideal state he’s constructing here. Considering Sparta beat Athens in the Peloponnesian War a couple of decades earlier, this is a pretty sensible view to take. He goes on to stress the importance of the education system he has set up remaining unchanged throughout the generations and then, having set up the society to his satisfaction, moves to examine justice once more.

Justice Revealed

So, after sixty pages of detailing his ideal society, we finally get to the ostensible point of all this - the nature of justice. Socrates opens by saying that a perfect state will have the four cardinal virtues - wisdom, courage, self-discipline, and justice. The state has these four in the following ways:


	Wisdom, i.e knowledge and good judgment, comes from the Guardians. (More specifically, from the Rulers, but that hasn’t been fully argued yet.)

	Courage also comes from the Guardians, specifically the Auxiliaries that defend the state.

	Self-discipline is what Plato calls the triumph of the better element of oneself - e.g, choosing to go running when you’d rather sit on the couch. In Plato’s society, self-discipline is achieved by the rulers guiding the citizens.



That just leaves justice. Justice, Socrates states, is the quality that allows the first three to come into being and preserves them. This quality is the previously-argued concept of “One man, one job”. In other words, justice is when each person performs their duty in the state and does not stray from it - abandoning this is the worst of evils.

Socrates then draws an allegory to the individual. The individual, he argues, is represented by three aspects that parallel the three classes of our state. We have the mind, or reason, represented by our Rulers. We have the spirit, represented by our Auxiliaries. And we have the appetite, represented by our workers. The spirit is a translation of the Greek word thumos, which is less “spirit” as in “spiritual” and more “spirit” as in “competitive spirit”. Thumos represents courage, anger, passion, and ambition.

So then, what is justice in the individual? Justice in the individual is when each of these three parts is in its proper place. The appetite must be subordinate to the thumos, and the thumos must be subordinate to reason. Injustice is a civil war between these, where appetite or ambition rules over the mind and takes over a person, overcoming their rationality, the most noble part of them.

Finally, Socrates provides examples of how a just man would behave. He says that a just man would be the last person to perform any number of immoral acts, including stealing money, breaking a promise, committing adultery, being irreligious, or betraying his country. This showcases how Socrates, and by extension Plato, think of morality. Plato does not think of morality in terms of a universal system of right and wrong like utilitarianism or deontology. Plato sees morality as a natural outgrowth of character - if you are a just person who embodies arētē (i.e, your ambition and your appetites are subordinate to your reason, where they belong) you will naturally act in a moral way. Should your ambition or appetites reign supreme, you surely cannot help but act badly. It is no coincidence that Aristotle, Plato’s student, would be the one to formalize the theory of virtue ethics that argues for exactly this.

Further Features of the Ideal State

At this point, Adeimantus interrupts Socrates and tells him that he has been dodging the question of women and families in the ideal state. First, Socrates deals with women. While women are weaker than men, he said, they aren’t qualitatively different to men in the sense of both being specialized for different things. Thus, if we want to optimally use the talents of both men and women, women should be allowed to participate in all occupations in society, including participating as soldiers and as philosopher-rulers. This would be considered pretty progressive fifty years ago. Even today, saying that women should be able to be frontline combatants is far from a universal belief.

Then we move on to childbearing, and things become much more fraught. Remember Plato’s belief about the Guardians earlier. They can be allowed to hold no property, lest this lead them to lord over their fellows. They cannot be allowed to be slave to the passions, and romance and sex are of course the greatest passions of all. However, we still need to raise new Guardians, and while some crossing of classes is permitted, most Guardians will be children of Guardians. So how do we handle that?

Socrates says “It would be a sin either for mating or for anything else in a truly happy society to take place without regulation.” This is a very illuminating passage. As we said before, Plato was a collectivist, and we see now that he is decidedly authoritarian as well. Plato’s justice on a societal level is when each class stays in its lane. The rulers command, and everyone else obeys. To provide a mitigating factor to Plato’s views, he appears here to be talking purely about the Guardians - the workers can do as they like. The Guardians, too, own no material possessions and live a communal lifestyle designed to ensure they cannot, even in principle, steal benefits for themselves by wielding this unchecked power.

Plato goes on to draw an analogy between the Guardians and livestock. For breeding horses or dogs, you want to ensure pedigree and breed the best males and females with each other. Thus, we should do the same with our Guardians. However, Guardians aren’t dogs - they won’t take a life of involuntary celibacy lying down, so the solution is to create a rigged lot-drawing system that just so happens to pair the best Guardians with each other most of the time. Any children born from the subpar Guardians to maintain the illusion of fairness should be quietly moved outside of the Guardians into the worker class.

Finally, we move to the family. Guardians don’t have traditional families. Instead, their families are generational. Anyone born of the same generation is brother and sister, and anyone of an older one is mother and father. This means that romantic entanglements would have to be between “siblings”. These could also inadvertently be blood siblings - since the Guardians don’t recognise such a concept, nobody, including the individuals, would ever know. This doesn’t seem to bother Plato.

Plato then talks about the education of the Rulers, the philosopher kings and queens who will rule the Republic. The ones who are chosen for this must be intelligent, hard-working, and courageous - able to endure trials of the mind and have the courage to maintain moral convictions despite the allure of pleasure and the fear of pain. He then goes on to talk about how true philosophers simply don’t arise in current society, since society doesn’t value them, listen to them, or produce them - instead, the youths who have keen minds and bodies (and are thus suitable for philosophy) become popular and well-liked and society corrupts them. Socrates (and thus, presumably his pupil Plato) is perhaps the sole exception because of his “divine sign”, a voice in his head that forbids him from doing things. Keen-eyed readers may recognise this as a “conscience”.

To determine the true end of the philosopher-ruler, we need to digress slightly into Plato’s theory of forms. According to Plato, the world can be divided into forms and representations. A representation is something that actually exists in the world, whereas a form is an abstract, unchanging ideal - what modern philosophy might call “true X” or “X in itself”. A circle, for instance, is an abstract ideal, whereas a real circle like those you find on car wheels is an imperfect representation of the ideal. After all, even the roundest circle has some minor imperfections in it that deviates from a perfect circle. This is where the term “Platonic ideal” comes from.

One ambiguity that is not dealt with is the inherent subjectivity of some “Forms”. For instance, Plato uses a table as an example, saying that real tables are representations of the ideal Table, the thing that is purely a table and nothing else, a table-in-itself. But in the real world, the ideal table depends on the function a given individual wants it for. A grand dining table might be ideal for a family that enjoys hosting dinner parties, but isn’t ideal for a couple who live in a small apartment. Thus, how can there be a single ideal table, when the ideal table depends on the circumstances of its use? This is not addressed in the text of the Republic, and is a fairly serious flaw in the argument of Forms, especially when one extends this same argument to things more important than tables, like beauty, justice, or moral virtue.

Plato claims that knowledge must be based on these ideal, unchanging, abstract forms, because the real-life representation of these forms are imperfect and ever-changing. Thus, they fall under opinion, not knowledge. We can further subdivide these. The highest form of knowledge is pure thought, which is reasoning and debate over the nature of forms. This is the sole province of philosophers. Slightly below this we have reason, which largely concerns itself with mathematical objects. After all, a geometric circle isn’t “real”, but it isn’t as useful as a Form like beauty or truth. For this reason, mathematics is an important part of the education of a philosopher, who must be taught to think abstractly. Below this, we have opinion, which is separated into belief (knowledge about real, imperfect things) and illusion, which is representation of those real things. A representation is something like a painting, story, or sculpture - an imperfect image of a real thing. Plato believed that forms were to real objects as real objects were to their representations. This explains some of his disdain towards the arts - art is a shadow of a shadow, a representation of something that is never truly real in the first place.

To explain why philosopher-rulers are necessary, Plato uses his now famous allegory of the cave. The part most people know goes like this - imagine a bunch of people chained to the spot so their heads can’t move. Behind them, fires are lit, and in front of them, the people see shadows on the wall. Since that’s all they can see, and since these shadows gesticulate when the real people speak, they would come to believe these illusions were the real world. This is how most people see the world, where the shadows are real things, and the actual real things, the things behind the chained people, are Forms. He then goes on to say that if someone were to somehow leave this place and go into the light, they would find it confusing and blinding at first. It would take a long time for them to see and process things. They would need to start by looking at shadows, reflections, then real objects, then lights, and finally they could look at the Sun itself, which shines light upon all other things and allows us to see them. But once they did, they would never again see the shadow-world the same way.

The Sun, here, is a metaphor for the Form of the Good, the ultimate form from which all lesser virtues like Honesty and Truth can be seen, just like the Sun’s light lets us see the real world. Philosophy is about improving one’s ability to metaphorically see the light so they can look upon brighter things, eventually seeing the sun itself. These philosophers, upon seeing the world’s true splendor, will be reluctant to go down into the cave again and speak to the trapped people there and tell them of the truth - but they must, for the sake of their duty. Such a person would care not who the leader of these trapped people were, or for any of the trappings of fame and status in the shadow world of the cave. This makes them the perfect ruler - in addition to the knowledge of the Good that is so important to society, the only people that would resist the allure of power are those who see a greater world of philosophy, and perform politics solely out of duty to their fellow man rather than greed or lust for power.

Just And Unjust Characters

Finally, Plato aims to shine a light on injustice. Just like he has used his ideal society as a metaphor for just character, so too will he use the various types of imperfect societies as a metaphor and an explanation for unjust characters. (There are two more chapters after this, which go into detail on why art is terrible and what rewards await the just soul in the afterlife, but they are unimportant to the central argument)

Socrates says there are four imperfect societies, each of which is worse than the last. His own society is at the top, and he calls it a monarchy or aristocracy, depending on whether there are one or many philosopher-rulers - either is acceptable here. The imperfect societies in descending order are timarchy, oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny.

A timarchy is a system much like that of ancient Sparta. It is ruled by soldiers, but it does not feature Plato’s philosopher-rulers or forbid the Guardians from owning property. This causes it to become warlike and greedy as the rulers seek wealth for themselves.

A timarchy could be created from Plato’s Republic if the ruling classes (Auxiliaries and Rulers) are divided. This could happen, he claims, if Plato’s system of eugenics isn’t properly followed, which causes the Guardians to allow themselves to own property. Now that the Guardians can attain riches, their ambition takes over. If we recall, the ideal person according to Plato is one where the appetite is subordinate to the spirit, and the spirit subordinate to the mind. In the timarchic character, the spirit takes over the mind, causing greed. When someone acquires more wealth than they need to live a good life, this is their ambition exceeding their reason. Reason is used in service of ambition, not the other way around.

An oligarchy is the next system down. Plato describes an oligarchy as a society where wealth is all that counts, where political power is in the hands of the rich, and the poor have none. This is similar to the idea of late-stage capitalism we see in the modern left. In Plato’s oligarchy, a certain amount of wealth and property is necessary to hold office. He also claims an oligarchy will inevitably split society into the rich and the poor, and that the worst possibility is a man can sell all he has (equipment, tools, and so on) and then have no useful function left. The closest analogy to this would be those caught in poverty traps today.

Plato claims an oligarchy would form when enough wealth forms in private hands that power falls to them and outside of the military rulers. The oligarchic character is concerned with money for its own sake. He tends to be quite frugal, and keeps his appetites in check lest he squander too much of his fortune. The same order of character (ambition -> reason -> appetite) is at play, but it is squandered towards more frivolous ends.

The next step down is a democracy. It is worth noting here that Athenian democracy, of which Plato lived in, was very different to modern democracy. In Athenian democracy, many important positions were drawn by lot, and any citizen could act as a prosecutor, bringing a criminal case before the courts. This is how Socrates died, and probably affects Plato’s views a fair bit. Plato claims oligarchy turns to democracy when the next generation rises up from an oligarchy. They have wealth, but don’t value it as much as those who fought to get it, so they are more willing to squander it.

A democracy forms from an oligarchy, Plato claims, when a combination of extravagance and predatory behavior causes a vast increase in the numbers of the poor, until the poor revolt against their oppressors and overthrow the rich, either through violence or the threat of violence. Socrates admits a democracy is actually “the most attractive of all societies''. It has a great deal of freedom and happiness. The democratic individual is torn between the frugal austerity of the oligarch, and a desire to indulge the appetites unrestrained. This usually creates a balance where the democratic individual wastes a lot of money and energy pursuing these appetites, but doesn’t go completely off the deep end. That’s reserved for our worst item - tyranny.

Tyranny is roughly what you’d expect, but we’ll start with how Plato believes we get there. Plato believes a tyranny arises from a democracy when the democratic desire of liberty above all becomes excessive. Rulers behave like subjects, subjects behave like rulers, and the extreme is reached when slaves have the same liberty as their owners, and we have complete equality and liberty in relations between the sexes. This prediction has, shall we say, not aged well.

Finally, Socrates says, citizens become so sensitive that any restraint at all is deemed intolerable, and they disregard all written and unwritten laws in their determination to have no master. This is an interesting passage, given that both the left and right can probably point to examples of where they see the other side doing this - the right talks about how social justice involves the tearing down of all our precious Western customs and traditions to suit their personal wants, and the left says the anti-vax movement is all about refusing even mild, reasonable demands from authority even when it’s clearly for the greater good.

This, however, Plato insists leads to tyranny. A popular leader will rob the rich, keep as much as they can for themselves, and spread the rest among the common people. When the rich resist this, a struggle emerges, causing a popular leader to arise. But that popular leader is destined to fall to corruption. Eventually he uses his power to take an enemy to court and have them sentenced to death. Enjoying this power, he does it more and more and becomes a tyrant.

Plato then returns to his original argument way back in the first chapter on justice. The tyrant is, after all, the ultimate unjust man - a man of unlimited power who uses flagrant injustice to make it so. So what is the life of a tyrant like? Plato claims he is a man enslaved by his most base desires that can never be satisfied. And they must always fear overthrow, so they need to surround themselves with stupid and servile followers - smart, ambitious ones may overthrow him. This is how the tyrant lives - eternally unfulfilled, surrounded by spineless yes-men, without a true friend in all the world.

Thus, Socrates concludes, the wickedest man is also the unhappiest. The higher up we go in our ladder of societies, the more just they are, and the people who best embody that state are happier too. The happiest of all people are the philosopher-rulers who embody the Republic, the ideal state. After all, there are three types of pleasure - indulging the appetite (through food, drink, and sex), indulging the spirit (through competition, ambition, and striving), and indulging the mind (through seeking the highest of knowledge) Socrates says that the mind is the noblest of these, and while a philosopher can taste the pleasure of indulging one’s appetite as a young man, the tyrant will never know what it is like to have pleasure of the mind. Thus, the philosopher is the best equipped to judge which pleasure is best, given that he is the only one who can taste them all. And as philosophers choose to live lives of the mind…well, that’s proof that it’s the most pleasurable, isn’t it?

Thus, Socrates concludes his grand argument. The just man is the happiest. Justice involves the appetite being subordinate to the spirit, and the spirit subordinate to reason. Only with this can one truly taste and appreciate the pleasures of the mind, the noblest and greatest of pleasures that life can bring. The less just one is, the further away from this one gets - and so even if a tyrant lives their entire life unchallenged and never faces judgment, in this life and the hereafter, they aren’t truly happy. They may think themselves happy, getting everything they could want, but they cannot comprehend the higher levels of satisfaction and eudaimonia (life worth living) that awaits them. Thus, justice is worthwhile - not just because it’s the right thing to do, but for its own sake.

What Does It All Mean?

If I had to summarize The Republic’s argument in two sentences, it would be this: “Both societies and people work best when the mind reigns supreme over the spirit, and the spirit reigns supreme over the appetite. When each element of a society or person performs only its proper function and performs it well, that is the nature of both justice and human excellence.”

These twin ideas of “One person should do one job well” and “There should be a clear hierarchy of control where some roles are superior to others” leads to Plato’s conclusions. Plato’s class system follows from this hierarchy of control. It makes perfect sense that he would have to have an authoritarian regime. Justice is when everyone stays in their lane. The rulers rule, the soldiers fight who they’re told to, and the workers do what they’re told to.

Morally, Plato believes that morality is a natural outgrowth of character. The just man would not steal or lie, since it is their ambition or their greed that causes people to do such things. If these were properly subordinated to the mind, there would be no problem. This idea would be expanded upon by Aristotle, though my understanding of Aristotle is that he does see morality as a domain unto itself. From Plato he takes the idea of moral behavior arising naturally from virtue, but unlike Plato he sees virtue as its own domain of excellence rather than something that arises naturally from a well-ordered mind.

There are some positives to this approach of Plato. Firstly, a just society is a society consisting of healthy, competent, and wise individuals. This is a worthy goal for a society to aspire to. Plato wanted everyone in his society to flourish and excel. While he didn’t bring up the idea of universal education, the idea of educating an entire class of individuals via the state was a pretty radical idea back in his day, when education was largely done privately. He also believed that women could contribute to society in all ways, including being Guardians and even Rulers - he saw no reason why some women couldn’t have the necessary excellence of mind and body for such a feat.

Plato’s idea of morality as an outgrowth of character is a precursor to virtue ethics, created by his student Aristotle. Virtue ethics is a major theory of ethics to this day for a reason, and it’s an eminently practical one. It is my personal opinion that if you want to become a better person, practicing virtuous behavior is a far better way to become a better person than reading theory. Theory should be used merely to guide practice.

That said, there are many more negatives than positives, in my opinion. First of all, the nature of justice in Plato’s society is when people stay in their own lane. Things like “Questioning authority” and “Seeking to change jobs” are a threat to Plato’s social order, and considered morally wrong. If you’re a worker, the morally just thing to do is to do your job no matter what - anything else is immoral. Plato claims that lack of unity is the worst thing that a society could possibly have happen to it, and the easiest way to have a united state is if everyone puts their head down and does whatever the rulers tell it to, just like a virtuous person will control their appetite when it demands pizza and make a rational decision about it rather than take marching orders from their stomach. Of course, if your stomach was a thinking, feeling being with moral agency, that would be a very different story.

There is also a rather serious downside to Plato’s ideas of justice and morality. We can make the argument with a few propositions. Morality is achieved by having a good character. Justice is the chief virtue of character. Justice is when someone does their job and does it well. Therefore, we can conclude, if someone cannot do a job well, they are a bad person.

What about those who can’t achieve this excellence, and cannot contribute to society? Plato has an answer to this - they’re better off dead, for their sake and the sake of society at large. Plato’s answer to the disabled is that if they can make a living for themselves, great. If not, that’s proof that they can’t achieve the only thing in life that matters, and thus they’re better off dying in the street. This leads to the most glaring omission in all of The Republic. The cardinal virtues are courage, wisdom, self-discipline, and justice - the last of which is merely a well-ordered and disciplined mind. In four hundred pages, not once does Plato talk of kindness, compassion, or mercy.

The closest he comes is in Chapter 1, when he claims that it would be unjust to harm any individual, lest you make them weaker and reduce their excellence. However, he never speaks of actively helping other people to raise their excellence, let alone supporting the people who can’t achieve it at all. When Plato speaks of moral acts, he speaks of avoiding wrong acts, not of performing kind ones. He says a just man will avoid stealing from their neighbor, but not that he will share his own bread. The idea of lifting others up and helping the vulnerable has no place in Plato’s moral calculus - and why should it? If morality is an outgrowth of character, good people will be able to contribute to society on their own. If they can’t, that’s proof they deserve what happens to them. Hey, technically you’re not harming them - you’re just letting them die on their own. Perfectly morally justified, right?

Finally, there is that of the philosopher-ruler and the Forms. We have already spoken of one issue with the Forms - what does it mean for something to be an “ideal table” if an ideal table depends on the needs of the individual or group who wants one? This is a minor quibble when we’re talking about tables, but a pretty serious question when talking about justice, beauty, and so on. Given everyone has their own ideas of what these things are, how do we determine the Forms? Plato says this is achieved through the most advanced stage of philosophical education, dialectic. Dialectic is a form of rational discussion and debate that is superior even to mathematical reasoning, because mathematics starts from a set of axioms, and dialectic tears those assumptions down to the first principle of everything, whatever that may be, then builds the Forms up from there.

This is the idea of “tabula rasa”, a blank slate, and it’s pretty thoroughly refuted by modern science. Psychology and neurobiology can both agree - we’re not a blank slate, and we can’t be. We all see the world through our own filters which are put into us by birth, upbringing, and society, and while we have the ability to tweak our own filters, we can never completely remove them. The kind of person who could discover truly perfect, timeless, universal beauty, virtue, justice, or the Form of the Good (if there even was such a thing) doesn’t exist, and never will.

I give Plato a pretty harsh critique in this essay, but let’s end on an uplifting note. Socrates is the father of Western philosophy, and Plato his mouthpiece. Plato brought philosophy into a golden age, and we can see a great deal of influence in philosophy from him. I haven’t read anywhere near enough philosophy to truly understand the depth of his influence on the West, but two sources stick out - Aristotelian virtue ethics, which we have already spoken of, and the Stoics’ view on the nature of humanity.

The Stoics believe that the purpose of a thing is to do what only that thing can do, or what that thing does best - a horse’s purpose is to be ridden, and  a screwdriver’s purpose is to turn screws. When you put it that way, you could replace “purpose” with “excellence” and lose nothing. An excellent horse is an excellent mount. An excellent screwdriver is an excellent screw-turner. A human’s purpose is to be a rational, social being. Thus, the purpose of our existence according to the Stoics was to use our reasoning, and to use it for the benefit of humanity. This probably seems familiar to you, and that’s because this idea permeates the West even to this very day.

Plato is some of the earliest work in a truly deep and influential field. Plato was a giant on whom countless others have now stood on. It’s rough, it contains plenty of problems, but it contains the seed of truly great things. For this reason, even though I didn’t personally get a lot out of The Republic in terms of improving my life, or changing how I felt society should organize itself, I don’t regret the time I spent with it for a moment. Overall, I recommend it if you’re interested in learning about the field of philosophy as a whole. If you’re looking for works with more immediate instrumental value, works that provide immediate guidance on how to be a better person or to improve your life, I’d start with the Stoics.








The Righteous Mind

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Introduction

I didn’t read The Righteous Mind for a long time after I knew about it. This was partly because I don’t get through much in the way of new reading material. A friend of mine told me yesterday that he’d read something like 130 new books this year. That was on February 20th. I’ve read one, and it was The Righteous Mind. Another friend releases Spotify playlists every Friday of the greatest hits from the many new albums he’s listened to that week. I’ve listened to one new album this year. It was Selling England by the Pound, which he recommended. It was my first foray into Genesis and I loved it. I now have to keep telling him that, no, I haven’t listened to any more Genesis or Peter Gabriel since then, but I’m sure I’ll get round to it within the year.

This is to make the point that I’m starting from a low base rate of reading things. I still think I put off reading The Righteous Mind for unusually long, though, given how interesting I find the subject matter. The reason, I think, is that I sort of felt like it wouldn’t be very interesting, because I’d kind of know and agree with all of it already. Given how slowly I absorb new books, I like them to either be challenging, or a new and informative look at things I just don’t know very much about yet. I don’t mean to come across as some sort of sage of intellectual piety and good habits of mind who scorns the comforting embrace of being validated. I read plenty of political bloggers that I mostly agree with! I just don’t tend to use books for that.

I had a general feeling that The Righteous Mind sits in the background of a lot of the political or meta-political content that I know and love. It had the aura of a sort of foundational text for the loose family of political views and affiliations I have. I don’t consider myself a centrist, which I think is how Haidt identifies himself, but I do share his disdain for tribal partisan politics and general sense that so much of what passes for political debate is just people yelling foundational definitional disagreements past each other mostly for the benefit of their own fans. I felt like I’d probably picked up most of its insights further downstream, and wouldn’t get much out of reading it.

I was completely wrong. I found The Righteous Mind to be a frustrating book, caught up in a disastrous confusion about what its central points were. I regularly found myself thinking I could make its arguments better than it was, leaving me with that awful feeling of listening to someone else make weak arguments for a position you hold and feeling the people around you being unconvinced. I think if I were among the people against whom it mainly seems to be arguing, I would find it unconvincing. 

Most of all, though, it just feels horribly outdated only a decade after it was published, and that’s a real death blow for an attempt to get beyond the ephemera of partisanship and talk about political differences in a more fundamental way. At its core the book is an attempt to go beyond the surface partisanship of R vs D, and dive into the underlying moral psychology that Haidt thinks drives those differences. Unfortunately, just ten years from writing, his underlying structure looks almost as disposable and skin-deep as the latest scandal or wedge policy issue.

This means I enjoyed reading it a lot more than I expected! Reading it made me think harder about a whole bunch of topics. Working out exactly what I think is wrong with it was a really interesting and worthwhile experience. I spent a lot of the time I was “reading” it just staring out the window, working through things in my head. I ended up with a lot to say about it, which is what led to my writing this review.

Run through the three sections

For all I thought its argumentation was muddled and unclear, the way the book is structured is very clear and helpful. It’s divided into three sections, each of which has clearly stated main points it sets out to prove. Within those sections, each chapter ends with a brief summary that makes it clear what Haidt wants you to focus on and take away.

I’m a big fan of this. I read a lot of political or philosophical writing that seems almost designed to make it unclear what the author is trying to say, and I find it extremely wearing. I appreciate an author who will just state the claims and then try to back them up, rather than meandering about between anecdote, argument, autobiography, and rant and hoping you stitch together something out of the vague vibes. Haidt isn’t as unbelievably rigorous about this as Plantinga or Parfit, whose numbered key statements make piecing together their arguments and examining them in detail a pleasure, but the chapter summaries and clear three-part structure are great.

I’m going to run through the three sections fairly briefly, making what I think are the key points in outline format.

Intuitionism

The first part of the book lays out some history of moral psychology and then makes the case for Haidt’s intuitionism. At its core, this is the idea that human beings don’t naturally reason their way to moral decisions, but make them pretty much based on instinct, then cobble together whatever reasoning they need in order to explain their decisions to others and justify them internally.

This is the “rider and elephant” analogy that’s seeped well into rationalist thought, so a lot of it was familiar to me. It’s nicely written in order to gradually guide someone who might be fairly new to the idea that people might not be fully rational agents through the arguments, using Haidt’s own career working in moral psychology as a framework for doing so.

Moral Foundations

After making the case for intuitionism, the middle section of the book focuses on the core of Haidt’s research, his moral foundations model. By analogy to taste receptors, the idea is that we don’t have just one intuitive impulse producing our snap moral judgements that we then rationalise, but five (later this is expanded to six, but I’ll follow the book’s process of introducing that one later, as it was added later in Haidt’s own research). The five foundations are:


	
Care: Basic utilitarian idea that suffering is bad;



	
Fairness: Desire for equality and freedom, and the urge to punish free-riders and defectors (if this seems like a messy category at best, and a contradictory mess at worst, don’t worry, Haidt refines this one in time);



	
Loyalty: Basic in-group/out-group alignment;



	
Authority: Respect for those in positions of power/prestige, and the idea that they can determine what is right and wrong and instruct accordingly;



	
Sanctity: Religious-seeming (though not always explicitly so) ideas of purity vs profanity, not violating the sacred, and so on.





The idea is that these are five fundamental intuitions humans have that come together to create our instinctive moral judgements, but that they are weighted differently in different people. Haidt then goes on to claim, based on his research, a strong correlation between the extent to which people feel these intuitions and the US partisan groupings of conservatives and liberals (Haidt is aware that the term “liberal” means all sorts of things around the world, but is working in a US context so uses it that way throughout, as I will), with liberals mostly responding to care and fairness, and conservatives to all five.

Haidt then proposes that conservatives have an inbuilt advantage in moral persuasion, because their wider collection of moral intuitions allows them to tell a greater variety of stories and justify themselves in a way that generates broader appeal, whereas liberals are mostly stuck justifying everything through care and fairness.

Haidt clearly struggles with the fairness foundation and its somewhat grab-bag nature. He eventually splits it in two, leaving the free-rider punishment part (which he calls proportionality) in the foundation called fairness, and spinning off a new foundation called liberty which is based around freedom from oppression. The revised political division is then that liberals mostly respond to care, fairness, and liberty, libertarians to liberty above all, and conservatives to all six.

Group Selection

The third part of the book then tries to work out why we’d have these intuitions at all, rather than just being self-interested, as evolution would seem to suggest we should be. This turns into an impassioned defence of group selection. According to Haidt, group selection was a part of evolutionary theory from the start, but gradually got more and more abused by people reverse-engineering group selection just-so-stories for pretty much anything, until a backlash in the 60s and 70s consigned group selection to the academic graveyard and insisted that evolution worked entirely by individual selection.

Haidt believes this to be a mistake, and sees himself as part of a movement to cautiously return some degree of group selection to the academic mainstream. He draws heavily on E.O. Wilson, approving of his proposed synthesis between the biological and social sciences, and makes a strong case, based on studies of the emergence of hive behaviour in insects, among other case studies, that group selection is possible and has been observed in other contexts. He’s clearly aware of the dangers of loose applications of group selection and the interpretive freedom this would give to explain almost anything as in some way a product of evolution, but works hard to establish when we might expect group selection and when we might not, and to make sure that individual selection always stays in frame as the main driving force of evolution.

This is necessary for his central idea because the moral foundations he claims are innate (he does a good job of explaining how innateness does not require that something be present from birth) can be explained as group adaptations but not individual adaptations. Haidt is positioning himself against the idea that evolution would drive humans to be selfish (with exceptions for close genetic relatives), so any other behaviour must be the result of explicit reasoning on our part. He claims instead that that some degree of non-selfish behaviour arises naturally through group selection, and that this is expressed through our moral intuitions, with moral reasoning mostly serving as a post-hoc justification for this.

Aside on replication

Before diving in to my own thoughts on all these arguments, it’s worth mentioning that, as it positions itself well within the “people don’t actually behave rationally” line of psychological, sociological, and behavioural economic research, the spectre of the replication crisis in those fields looms over the book.

In the period Haidt was doing a lot of his work, there was an explosion of interest in the myriad ways that human behaviour might depart from the perfectly rational, and countless experiments purported to show all sorts of biases and irrationalities of varying degrees of plausibility. Sadly, much of this work was of low quality, and large swathes of it have failed to replicate or simply come to be viewed as unconvincing due to tiny and/or unrepresentative sample sizes, or poor practice of some other sort.

This makes reading this sort of book pretty difficult if you need convincing one way or the other on the underlying science. It really isn’t enough now to just wave at some behavioural studies showing people exhibiting some bias and move on. You’ve got to do quite a bit better than that these days. 

This wasn’t a huge problem for me reading through, because I already believed the basic ideas of moral intuitionism: The way most people make most moral decisions most of the time is on instinct, and then retrospectively justified by argument if necessary. Had I not, I don’t think I’d have found the case made convincing.

I spotted a few things as I went through that I knew had failed to replicate since the book was written, and there is also a fair bit of leaning on the work of Dan Ariley, who turned out to be actively fraudulent. The rest of it, well, I don’t know. I haven’t gone and read all the papers describing the studies the book refers to in order to see if I think they’re of reasonable quality, or checked if they’ve replicated or if there’s been a meta-analysis that agrees or disagrees with them.

I didn’t need to be convinced about this aspect either way, but it was an uncomfortable experience to read about it and feel how unconvinced I’d be if I weren’t already on board, and I don’t really know what the solution is. It’s hard for popular science books to work with the kind of rigour that’s needed to play in these domains, but I don’t want popular science to die out completely. I could get very distracted going down this route, so I just want to say “the replication crisis is clearly an issue for this sort of thing; deal with that how you will” and move on.

When Haidt is presenting his own work on moral foundations in the second section of the book, it’s clear he’s working with huge sample sizes over a long period and he explains his methods in some detail, so the key issue of “might this just be a tiny, awful study that’s shouldn’t convince me of anything” that plagues some of the first section of the book isn’t present. I have my own concerns about Haidt’s methods, but those are of a different kind.

The fundamental MaB

In this rudimentary form, I think there’s nothing particularly objectionable going on in Hadit’s main theses, and it is in this form that I’d heard most of the ideas before. However, as I read through the book, I started feeling increasingly uncomfortable with a sort of implicit motte-and-bailey that was developing.

This was never stated outright, certainly not in the helpful summary sections, but I felt it, particularly in the first of the three sections. It was expressed more in the narrative sections – in the bits where, instead of firmly stating hypotheses and marshalling arguments, Haidt allowed himself a bit more of a classic pop-sci writing style, linking together the development of his views with autobiography, and expressing frustration with the shortcomings of his chosen foils, most notably Kant, Bentham, and Kohlberg.

I was starting to feel like this might be a very difficult thing to explain, that I might have to quote extensive parts of the book to make the point that I felt he was implying some much more expansive bailey than his nicely confined and well-justified motte statements in the summaries. I thought I’d have to then make some sort of appeal that it was consistently implied by his tone, and by what he disagreed with or expressed frustration with, rather than being explicitly stated. I thought it was going to be a drag. But, then, late on in the book, Haidt produced a single paragraph that encapsulated the issue so perfectly, that it can stand for the whole thing:


I find it ironic that liberals generally embrace Darwin and reject “intelligent design” as the explanation for design and adaptation in the natural world, but they don’t embrace Adam Smith as the explanation for design and adaptation in the economic world. They sometimes prefer the “intelligent design” of socialist economies, which often ends in disaster from a utilitarian point of view.



Darwin and Ken Ham aren’t making competing claims about whether evolution by natural selection is a morally upstanding or desirable way for species to have arisen, they’re arguing (not directly but you get the point) about whether it actually happened that way. Conversely, a modern socialist in the US is not “embracing intelligent design” in the sense of claiming the current US economy must have been intelligently designed based on some study of its history or current state, but arguing that it would be better if it were so – that a planned economy is morally desirable (and a libertarian is arguing that a free market is more desirable, not that they currently live in a free market).

One debate is about the facts of what has already happened, the other is about the morality or in some other sense the desirability of different plans for the future. There’s absolutely no analogy here and no contradiction or hypocrisy in someone favouring natural selection as the correct explanation for the origin of species, but favouring “intelligent design” via a planned economy as the correct prescription for a flourishing economic future. Similarly, there’s no contradiction in believing that biology is the product of intelligent design by God, but believing that the best prescription for economic policy is “natural selection” via market mechanisms.

There are just some similar sounding words in these two debates, one of which is normative (how should the economy be run) and one of which is descriptive (how did species evolve), but Haidt latches on to it seemingly because he cannot reliably distinguish the normative and the prescriptive (and because he can’t resist a dig at New Atheists, many of whom favoured somewhat left-leaning economic policy).

When Haidt is forcing himself to be explicit, he knows the normative/descriptive distinction and in fact belabours the point. On more than one occasion he’s at pains to point out that he is making descriptive, not normative claims. At one point he sits down and tries to lay out his own normative moral theory, “Durkheimian Utilitarianism” as a well-separated exercise from his descriptive work.

His “Durkheimian Utilitarianism” is utilitarianism but with an understanding of sociology and game theory. In its conception of what is fundamentally right and wrong, it’s just pure and simple care foundation, just like Bentham would have it, but Haidt then attempts to justify heuristics based around the other foundations by showing how following them, in aggregate, can often lead to better utilitarian outcomes than naive utilitarianism.

It’s nothing that wouldn’t be familiar to people involved in the rationalism or effective altruism communities and their discussions around morality, though it’s a little bare-bones, and lining it up with the other five of his foundations is a bit tortured for reasons I’ll come back to. Importantly, it’s treating the moral foundations as descriptive, and then taking a completely separate approach to morally normative questions.

But, in the very same book, Haidt then cautions us to be suspicious of normative moral systems based around just one moral foundation, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he has just laid out such a system.

When he slams Kant and Bentham in a really silly bit of the book where he goes on a tangent about how they were autistic (complete with a really laughable graphic that adds nothing to the text), he slams them for “reducing” morality to just one thing. When he belabours a metaphor about taste receptors, he very much seems to be analogising to normative morality, not psychological description. When he describes his time in India and the affect it had on his approach to morality, he’s seemingly talking about normative morality, not descriptions of how intuition works or where it comes from.

I think that he really wants to be more normatively pluralist than he actually is. When pushed, he’ll say his normative morals are based on the care foundation, and that all he’s doing is trying to get other liberals to understand that other people have other moral intuitions, and that these might have arisen by group selection.

But it seems to irk him that he doesn’t actually agree with any of the people he’s trying to get us to sympathise with. So, when he’s being metaphorical, autobiographical, or slapping down those he sees as insufficiently worldly to empathise with a wide enough universe of moral tastes, he absolutely talks as if he believes that these other five moral foundations are normatively important as ends in themselves, not just instrumental heuristics for care.

It’s like he wants the aesthetic of being non-judgemental, relativist, and well-read in the wisdom of the east or whatever, and cringes at systematising/autistic reductionists trying to make everything about a cold hard utils calculation, but he can’t actually sustain that aesthetic when being explicit, because at bottom he’s actually a normative utilitarian, and only really disagrees with his model of Bentham in terms of application. He’s only not a utilitarian in that he isn’t one in the most limited, naive fashion that I don’t think anyone, even Bentham himself, actually is.

This back-and-forth runs throughout the whole book, and made it a frustrating read. I would regularly find myself feeling mocked and panned for believing things that, a few pages earlier or later, Haidt himself would explicitly endorse. There’s quite an intense whiplash involved in being told at one point that only an autistic nerd would be cringe enough to think morality boiled down to one axis, only to then read an attempt to boil morality down to one axis involving a bunch of extremely nerdy argumentation about game theory, group selection, and sociology a few pages later.

His inability to separate the normative and descriptive goes hand-in-hand with a frustrating inability to be clear about instrumental versus terminal values. At some points Haidt is almost mocking his interview subjects for their attempts to justify one moral foundation as an instrumental good based on the care foundation as fundamental, for instance by straining to find victims in anecdotes about disrespecting the flag, but he doesn’t take this idea any further.

He doesn’t attempt to separate out belief in a moral foundation as terminal from an empirical belief that it functions as a decent instrumental guide to another foundation, or look at these as separate contributors. It’s therefore really hard to tell what parts of the differences he’s seeing are different empirical beliefs about what causes harm as opposed to different beliefs about what matters morally.

Poor steel-men of conservatism and religion

This confusion lies behind another frustrating aspect of the book: Haidt seems to think he’s offering a refined steel-man of conservative beliefs and, through this, is able to negotiate political disagreements in a less partisan way. Unfortunately, his picture of conservatives, particularly religious conservatives, is pretty weak, and not actually that different in substance from the naive partisan liberal view of conservatives he’s setting himself up against.

In my mind, there are two ways to go about steel-manning conservative positions. Obviously conservatism is vast and multifaceted, and this will be a horrendous simplification, but I think it’s actually reasonable as a starting point and would be recognisable to many conservatives, unlike Haidt’s model. One way is to meet the rank and file conservative where they are, taking their views at face value. The other is to dive into the world of conservative intellectualism, which tends to take extremely different routes to similar practical politics.

I grew up a religious conservative, surrounded by religious conservatives of two quite different traditions as my family life straddled the (often acrimonious) divide between Fundamentalist Evangelicalism in the Southern Baptist tradition and Charismatic Pentecostalism. I can assure you, I did not hear a word about multilevel selection, punishment of free riders in game theoretic equilibria, or Schmittian notions of that which it is advantageous for society to collectively believe.

Homosexuality was wrong; God said so in the Bible; end of discussion. I could rarely get firm answer as to whether it was intrinsically wrong and God was helpfully letting us know this through providing guidance we could absolutely trust, or that God himself made it wrong by decree. I couldn’t actually get people to understand that these were different concepts. I also created a great deal of acrimony by questioning whether God actually had said this in quite so many words (it did seem that you weren’t really meant to actually read the whole Bible yourself, which I went ahead and did, then annoyed everyone by quoting it all the time) but that’s somewhat beside the point of this discussion.

Point is, nobody talked about it being beneficial for society to have some collective set of beliefs about behaviour even if they might at the fundamental level be somewhat arbitrary. Nobody chastened my picking around the edges of their certainties with sociological concerns that such independent thought threatened a shared reality that allowed people to predict each other’s behaviour with low cognitive overhead and therefore better co-ordinate.

People genuinely thought that at a base, normative level, there could be no morality without explicit instruction from God, and that an atheist could not justify refraining from mass murder. Tim Lambesis of the metalcore band As I Lay Dying, one of my Christian childhood heroes (explicitly on the Pentecostal side; the Evangelicals considered him obviously satanic all along due to the metal and were quite smug about how it turned out) actually hired a hitman to kill his wife after becoming an atheist on exactly these grounds. In this view, fundamentalist normative religion wasn’t a co-ordination system to make society function, it was the literal truth.

Haidt mentions that, after spending a while in India eating with his right hand and wiping his ass with his left, he could start to see why you might consider the right hand sacred and the left hand profane, and want to handle communal objects of religious significance with the right hand. Then, given the chirality of hands, you want this to be a shared norm. We will leave unexamined, as Haidt does, why you can’t just wash your hands, and how much this sucks for left-handed people and just take it as read that this broadly works as a co-ordination norm.

I am confident, given my experience of religious conservatism, that Haidt understands the cause and effect exactly backwards here. The people he’s attempting to empathise won’t have derived it this way round. They will wipe their ass with their left hands and eat with their right hands because the left is profane and the right is sacred, not the other way round. This just seems to be out of Haidt’s conceptual framework, and I think that’s for the same reason that, even when seeming to believe that he has a pluralist moral system, that when he actually explains it, it’s just non-naive monist utilitarianism.

This is really damning for a book that’s meant to be about understanding each other better and reaching across partisan divides. Haidt is witheringly harsh about simple-minded liberal partisans, exemplified in his telling by the New Atheists (the fact that the New Atheists are the ultra-partisan liberals is a whole other kettle of fish I’ll explore later) and simple-minded utilitarians, but his actual understanding of conservatives is basically the same as that of those he’s criticising, just with individual level selection replaced with group level selection.

He’s mad at New Atheists for being simple-minded enough to think that religion is nothing more than the product of natural selection predisposing the individual brain to think in magical ways and that therefore we can discard it as no longer useful. No, Haidt claims, in fact religion is the product of group selection predisposing whole cultures to build communal rituals around magical claims. I’m pretty sure the average religious conservative feels like these two positions are both pretty offensive ways of just not engaging with their actual beliefs but talking around them like they’re non-agents. The difference between them is pretty technical, and crucially Haidt’s position leads just as surely to the possibility of “and therefore we can discard them as they’re no longer adaptive to the current environment” as does that of his New Atheist foils.

In practical terms, I think I’m much more of a partisan liberal (at least on the partisan divide he’s identifying back in 2012) than he is and very much the subject of his condescension for my lack of bipartisan empathy, but I think I actually have a much better model of my ideological opponents, and one they’d find a lot less offensive, than he does.

Of course, it can be true that conservatives (or anyone) are predisposed to think something for some psychological or sociological reason, and that the reasons they actually give for their beliefs have nothing to do with those drivers. The object-level debate is different from the meta-level psychologising. Haidt mixes up these levels a lot, and it makes it hard to see what he really thinks, but I think it’s pretty clear he doesn’t really engage with conservatives’ claims on face value.

Problem is, he doesn’t steel-man them at the next level up of “these are useful things for society to believe and people should just sort of get on as if they’re true and not question them too much lest our shared reality collapse and our social norms with it” either. This is, I understand, what a lot of conservative intellectuals end up thinking on some level, and is my second way of steel-manning the conservative position. We could, therefore, see Haidt as engaging only with this type of claim, and that would be broadly fine as an approach. He’s an academic and engaging only with the academic version of his opposition would be a reasonable path, though it would achieve less sweeping results than engaging directly with the objects of his curiosity themselves.

But he doesn’t really lay out this kind of position in detail or in a convincing way either. There’s a staggering sort of teleological evolution thing going on where he seems to assume that, if we can identify how some conservative morality has evolved through group selection, then that’s equivalent to some normative argument for its force in a moral realist sense, or at least some empirical argument for its validity as an instrumentalist rule-of-thumb in his “Durkheimean Utilitarian” framework.

But this is even more shaky for group selection than for individual selection. At least individual selection is optimising for the reproductive fitness of the individual, which has at least some correlation some of the time with the welfare of that individual. Even then, this is far from a great correlation (particularly for any individual that won’t reproduce any more, or at all), but for group level selection it’s much, much worse. Aspects of a social group that make it compete well with other groups for resources, win wars with other groups, resist internal takeover or subversion by individuals within the group, and therefore be more reproductively fit at the social level are often aspects that make that social group incredibly unpleasant for almost all or even all of its constituent individuals.

To get from identification of conservative forms of morality as the product of group selection to where Haidt seems to think he’s ended up (more sympathetic to these claims either as normative claims about morality or instrumental claims about what really actually produces the best utilitarian results – again it’s tough that he can’t seem to tell the difference), you need to talk about reduction in cognitive overhead and how the average person has some combination of neither the ability, inclination, or resources to reason everything out in utilitarian terms. You need to go into robustness to extremely bad outcomes. You need to chat game theory and how conservative norms might make a better approximation to optimal play in situations where naive causal decision theory leads to defect/defect equilibria or to two-boxing predictably in Newcomb problems and thus poor results.

Haidt just sort of seems to tacitly assume something like this must be true, occasionally paints an outline of it, but mostly just barely seems to even understand that these are the terms of the debate if you’re going to be arguing about whether conservative approaches to morality actually work out better even from a utilitarian perspective than raw individual utilitarianism plus causal decision theory. His steel-man seems to be “evolution is teleological, even group selection”, which is an absolutely awful steel-man of the intellectual conservative position.

As a result, he engages with neither rank-and-file God’n’guns religious conservatism nor the intellectual conservative tradition of “what is good for the masses to believe is not identical to what’s fundamentally true, please consult my 60,000 word essay on decision theory, game theory, computational load, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire for details, therefore Catholicism”. He doesn’t really seem to realise that either of these positions exists, and “steel-mans” conservatism into some sort of superposition across “group selection informs us as to normative ethics” and “group selection is teleological towards utilitarian human flourishing”, both of which are utterly insane positions that I think almost nobody actually holds.

Aside on Categories and Axes

I now want to dive off into the thorny world of the “realness” of categories and measurements. This is a ludicrously fraught area in which lots of people don’t really define their terms and/or are inconsistent in their standards. Almost all of the common issues I can think of along this line come up in my analysis, so I want to get a few statements about categories out of the way first in order to have a clear framework for what I mean when I start complaining about Haidt’s categories.

Some things are actually categorical. Things can be one thing or another and there isn’t really a sense of degree, or of in-between-ness as an option. Particles are either fermions or bosons. The distinction is discrete, and it’s not really clear what it would mean for something to be part fermion and part boson. An atomic nucleus is a hydrogen nucleus if it has one proton it’s a helium nucleus if it has two (and on to lithium and the rest). There’s no sense in which something could be “between” being a hydrogen and a helium nucleus by having “between” one and two protons, because a partial proton just wouldn’t be a proton at all.

You could get pedantic and say a nucleus can be in a superposition of having decayed and not decayed into another nucleus, and so that’s in some sense a violation of this. However you could never interact with that nucleus while keeping it in that superposition and see it behave partially like one nucleus and partially like another, because doing that would bring you into the superposition and you’d then be in the Everett branch with one nucleus or with the other (or “the wavefunction would collapse if you did that and then it would be one or the other”, whatever that means). So for the purposes of our interactions with them, nuclei are categorically of one element or another. Totally unrelated to the rest of the review but I’d be keen to hear from physicists if I’m wrong about this example, as I am a chemist by training so flying somewhat by the seat of my pants here.

Regardless of my grasp of the physics example, I hope the concept is clear. Other examples I could think of were all conceptual maths or logic stuff that didn’t have a clean real-world implementation and I wanted to show that such tight category distinctions can in principle exist in messy reality as well as in thought.

Then you get bimodal or other multimodal clustering about some measurement. Most people have one strongly dominant hand; normally it’s the right hand but a good 11% or so have it on the left hand. If you graphed “right hand dominance” on some normalised scale of -1 to +1 that you devised based on some standardised measurement of relative ability to do fine tasks with one hand or the other, you’d find most people clustered over near +1 with some variation between them, an order-of-magnitude or so fewer people clustered over near -1 in the same way, and maybe an order-of-magnitude fewer people again spread out in the middle. You’d call these right-handed (RH), left-handed (LH), and ambidextrous (AD).

This wouldn’t be completely clean. You might not be able to draw a firm line between LH and AD that didn’t seem a bit arbitrary, or between RH and AD, but you’d be able to confidently classify most people as either LH or RH without much argument. Perhaps my imagining of how this would work is a little off, and actually there would be a third cluster around 0, giving a bit more structure to the AD grouping and allowing it to be more rigorously and unambiguously divided from the other two. These two possibilities would be bimodal and trimodal distributions, respectively.

In these cases, most people can be unambiguously categorised without much controversy, but there will be edge cases: One “group” of edge cases in the bimodal case, which would be the whole AD category, which would have hard-to-define edges, and two in the trimodal case, which would be the areas between AD and LH/RH, which you might want to give names to and which would then work like AD in the bimodal case in that they wouldn’t have well-defined edges.

I’ve chosen this example precisely because I don’t actually know if AD is its own cluster or just the name we give to the bit between LH and RH that just gradually bleeds into each. In each case, the term “AD” refers to something, but in one case it refers to something quite woolly, and in the other case to something more like LH or RH. I want to make clear that AD is a useful category in both of these situations, but it would need to be treated quite differently in each.

Then there are just pure smooth distributions. Height is the classic example. Some people are taller than others but there’s only one cluster. There’s an average height; some people are tall, other people are short, but that doesn’t mean anything like what RH and LH means. You can define the difference between tall and short at the median, if you like, to get you two groups, or you can make three groups by using the 1-standard-deviation lines either side of the mean to give you an average-ish height group then tall and short groups. These are all reasonable things to do if you define your terms, and in these cases your choice of bins isn’t particularly dictated by the underlying distribution as it would be in the handedness cases, so your classification isn’t so unambiguously reality-driven, it’s more conventional, and your categories are more subject to debate and scrutiny – they’re a bit less “real”, but still useful.

Indeed the fact that we could talk about ambidexterity even in a world in which the handedness distribution is bimodal is instructive. In that case, RH/AD isn’t a non-arbitrary distinction, and neither is LH/AD, but RH/LH absolutely is. In the trimodal handedness scenario, all three are non-arbitrary distinctions. There are just varying degrees to which a categorisation system is driven by the underlying reality of the situation versus just being a convenient way to divide up the world and talk about it, and which distinctions are of which nature really matters when critiquing those concepts and connecting them to other concepts.

All of this has just been with one undisputed axis on which to graph a distribution, but in the world of psychology things are almost never that simple. Psychological concepts are normally bundles of more fundamental concepts that have been lumped together to create some higher-level abstraction that can then be measured and correlated with other things. There’s a similar distinction to the height vs handedness distinction at play in terms of how firmly implied such groupings are by underlying reality.

When two smooth distributions correlate neatly, like foot size and hand size, they can easily be combined into a single measurement and talked about like they’re a single thing when discussing them. They might have to be pulled back apart for causal purposes (a footballer’s large hands don’t causally impact their play, but large feet do, for instance) but there’s a very meaningful sense in which foot/hand size is a useful concept in a way that a bundle of uncorrelated things like foot size and degree of short/long-sightedness isn’t.

The degree to which the components of a composite measure correlate with each other compared with the degree to which they correlate with things outside the composite measure is generally taken as an indication of how useful the composite might be in a classification system (though this is, I’m keen to stress again, not a statement about internal causation or external co-causation). People go on at length about how different psychometrics systems are or are not “real” based on vague invocations of this as well as unimodal vs multimodal distributional along these composite axes, and often really don’t define their terms well, which is why I’m going on about it at such length here.

I’ve heard people complain about Myers-Briggs based on the unimodality of distributions along each of its four axes of classification, but all that shows is that Myers-Briggs properties are more like height than like handedness. Yes, some T-type people are more like some F-type people than they are like some other T-type people. Some people under 6 foot are closer in height to some people over 6 foot than they are to some other people under 6 foot. That doesn’t mean height is a myth or even that the particular threshold of 6 foot isn’t sometimes really important (for instance in determining whether you’ll fit through a certain doorway without having to duck).

The more thoughtful criticisms of Myers-Briggs I’ve heard claim that the individual measurements (generally questionnaire answers) that the process bungs into its calculations to produce its E/I, N/S, T/F, and P/J axes don’t naturally form those four clusters at all, that they’ve just been arbitrarily added together and thus aren’t really internally predictive of anything. These critics will say that you can’t know that just because someone has some N-type attributes, that they’re more likely than chance to have other N-type attributes, so the idea of an N-type is as pointless as category as large-footed-long-sighted.

To imagine this taken to the limit, imagine the facebook personality quizzes that ask you if you prefer parties or staying in, then ask you if you’re more interested in fashion design or motor racing, then based on your answers “reveal” that you’re the type of person that prefers staying in and watching motor racing to the other three combinations, or whatever. It’s just reflecting your inputs back at you and not saying much else. This can be saying something if you’re then correlating it with something else external, but still it’s probably then just better to study those two correlations separately to avoid confusion.

It’s this layer of useful vs useless bundling that I have a problem with in Haidt’s work. I don’t think his categories are particularly “real”, or “fundamental” or whatever, but that’s such a misused criticism across the board and against psychological research in general that I wanted to spend over 1,500 words making sure I was being exactly clear what my criticism was, and that it couldn’t be confused with the criticism where you just demand that every distinction be as pure as that between a fermion and a boson and declare everything else some flavour of nonsense.

Haidt doesn’t show his work in the book at all. He does comment on how much data he’s got from his moral foundations questionnaires (it’s a lot), and that removes any concern that he might just be mining noise from tiny samples, but there’s no explanation of how he got from his data to his moral foundations. That’s sort of to be expected in a pre-popular-knowledge-of-replication-crisis popular science book, but then there’s a lot of discussion that strongly suggests that the bundling is pretty arbitrary, and that makes me worries that Haidt just arranges the data in a convenient way that just reflects his own categorisation system back at him.

It’s important to remember that if you enforce a categorisation system on the data, then the fact those categories then act like they’re fundamental in your summary analysis, and can be said to go up or down or correlate with certain things, might tell you something, but it absolutely doesn’t tell you that your categorisation system itself was a good idea. It tells you it wasn’t such a startlingly bad idea that it destroyed all the information in your data, but it certainly doesn’t tell you that the underlying structure of the distributions suggests that categorisation in particular.

Unfortunately, Haidt very much acts like it does, like the very fact he can add up different bits of his dataset that he’s called “Purity” and it seems to be higher for conservatives than for liberals tells him that there’s some underlying causal thing driving that variation which has a structure similar to his Purity foundation, or even that captures it as a distinct part of the larger dataset in a robust manner. The way he messes around with the Fairness foundation makes me very suspicious that this is all pretty arbitrary.

The botched fairness foundation

In the initial five foundations (no liberty), the fairness foundation is a complete mess. Haidt defines it as being the urge to punish free riders, which has obvious game-theoretic benefits in policing prisoner’s dilemma situations. But then he also wants it to include equality. He then seems to realise these aren’t the same thing, and tries to chalk this up to the difference between equality of opportunity and equality of outcome.

I could go on at length about how I think “equality of opportunity” is almost never a useful term, is almost never used consistently, and doesn’t really make sense outside a completely scientifically illiterate blank slate view of human nature. Thankfully, I don’t have to, because this framing then gets abandoned as the fairness foundation is split. Explicit free-rider-punishment gets to keep the name “fairness” and it’s sort of suggested that this is sort of equality of opportunity in some way. A new foundation, liberty, is created, sort of to cover equality of outcome, but it’s operationalised as freedom from oppression, which is then taken to refer to things like racial justice, but also get-off-my-land libertarianism.

This re-organisation is left unjustified on anything but its own very shaky top-level idea of those categories being sort of natural political terms, which doesn’t make the slightest shred of sense to me. No attempt is made to show anything like whether the underlying data aggregates more helpfully in the new system. It’s just that “fairness” was clearly making no sense so he re-organised it into something else that sparks slightly fewer intense feelings of “hang on, that makes absolutely no sense; what are you doing and can I see the data, please?”

Liberty is the most obvious example of a related problem in that he sometimes talks about how each foundation gets expressed in conservatives vs in liberals in a way that makes it clear they’re very different things – in this case in conservatives as “get off my lawn” and in liberals as “the government must intervene on behalf of oppressed groups”. But what’s the justification for treating this as one foundation that both partisan groups care about in very different ways, rather than just splitting it again into two foundations, one of which republicans have and one of which democrats have?

I fear the answer is that too much splitting would make it obvious that Haidt’s conclusions about the differences between conservatives and liberals are baked into the structure of his analysis and not really telling us anything we didn’t already know. He’s reaching for a higher level, a more “foundational” layer of ethical reasoning he thinks is causally driving partisan differences under the surface, but the way that he’s constructing those in his analysis can clearly be fairly arbitrarily tweaked to get you anywhere from “conservatives and liberals have the same underlying moral foundations, but operationalise them completely differently” to “conservatives and liberals have very different underlying moral foundations”.

Fully going for the latter in the only way this analysis can support would just be bald-facedly reflecting the inputs back as outputs – he’d have essentially just described the differences, and obviously provided no explanatory power. He’d just have listed what things conservatives obviously care about (at that point in US political history) like freedom from big government, and things liberals care about (at that point in US political history) like harm reduction and racial equality, in a way that clearly added nothing and predicted nothing.

But if he’d gone fully the other way and found some way to call everything two sides of the same coin, so that each foundation was well-balanced between the tribes but they expressed it very differently (like his liberty foundation) then he wouldn’t have found any juicy differences at his foundational level, so it also wouldn’t have seemed so interesting.

By not being principled about how he draws his categories, he makes it all look a lot more complicated than it really is, and a lot more like it might have predictive value rather than just being a summary of how people answered political questionnaires. Is this extremely unfair? Maybe, but we never get to see the underlying calculations that are justifying his category distinctions and analysis choices. This means that, given the fairness/liberty jiggery-pokery, I’m inclined to just think it’s nothing.

Of course, that’s just scepticism on my part of what’s essentially an untested hypothesis. Whatever magic Haidt pulled behind the scenes, if it produces a model that predicts things accurately, then there’s something useful going on. The whole point of the system is that these foundations are more real and more persistent than mere partisan squabbles and the latest news cycle, that they actually causally drive how different political tribes interact with issues. If it’s predictive, it’s predictive, regardless of my methodological scepticism.

So how does the model hold up ten years after the book came out? Do conservatives and liberals still line up the way Haidt saw in 2012, with liberals focusing on harm, with some fairness and liberty thrown on top in a way that’s quite hard to explicitly lay out, while conservatives focus on a wider selection of moral foundations including authority, sanctity, and loyalty?

The short answer is that they absolutely do not. The longer answer is that it’s difficult to even answer the question, because Haidt’s theory doesn’t just fail to predict current political trends in terms of who scores where on his axes, but fails to even have axes that capture the majority of what’s going on these days. Fairness/Liberty may have been a bit of a mess as the time of writing, but it’s an absolute disaster now. There’s a whole major strand of political identification that just doesn’t fit anywhere in his foundations: Socialism.

Where are the socialists?

There are just no socialists in Haidt’s world. Anyone who cared about equality in the socialist sense would find themselves, in his first draft, being lined up as indistinguishable from those who cared a lot about punishing free-riders. Bernie Sanders would have looked the same as someone going on talk radio to complain about welfare queens, as they would have both prioritised “fairness”, along with people who wanted the government to get out of their ammo safe and out of their kink dungeon, and people who wanted massive government intervention to equalise racial differences in elite society.

Haidt’s revised six-foundation model isn’t quite that loopy, but socialism doesn’t find any more of a home in it. Where in his six foundations would fit the now very commonly expressed, and historically somewhat influential idea that it’s a good idea for everyone to roughly have the same level of wealth, or income, or welfare, or something, and that therefore it’s probably good for the government to redistribute wealth pretty aggressively along those lines, or stop anyone from getting too rich or powerful?

It either has to show up the same as welfare-queen-punishment, which is its polar opposite, in the fairness foundation like before, or find a home in the liberty foundation along with liberal social justice and, somehow, Ron Paul.

I realise that, at this point, I’m sounding extremely negative. It’s key to remember that there’s a lot of this book that’s well-argued and making an important case that I think a lot of people could do with hearing. The defence of group selection is one of the best I’ve read, as is the attempt to re-ignite Wilson’s “new synthesis” between biological and social sciences. The scientific would could do with a lot more of both of those things, and the message is as important now as in 2012, if not more so.

Similarly, when firmly in moral psychology territory, the first section on intuitionism is, if something that’s very much “in the water” in many communities by now, still lacks the mainstream acceptance it deserves. If you can ignore the odd attempts to cast it as an enemy of or even alternative to both Kantian deontology and utilitarianism, and skip entirely the bit about how Jeremy Bentham was autistic or something, and treat it just as psychology unmoored from normative morality, it’s great stuff.

But the political side of the book is just really bad. He makes such a song and dance of how pluralist and open-minded he is, and how we need to reach across partisan divides and understand each other better, but as well as sort of mangling his understanding of religious conservatism and treating social justice warriors as a type of libertarian somehow, he just doesn’t seem to have ever come across a socialist in his travels, or his reading, and that’s a monumental blind spot.

There’s one point in the book where he mentions contact with Marxism, and that’s when he was travelling to Brazil to get some data on the moral intuitions of people outside the US. He mentions that he went to a conference but people were all Marxist so he left and went somewhere else. This was in the sense of their approach to psychology, and to be honest I’ve heard what I think is the kind of “theory” he’s gesturing at hearing there and I’d leave as well, but it’s a real weakness that this is the only time that any sort of Marxism or socialism really turns up in a book that’s supposed to help liberals understand challenges to their ideology and empathise with other points of view, and supposed to provide a sort of “theory of everything” for political differences.

Indeed, the part of the book that’s explicitly written as a steel-man of challenges to liberal thinking takes a religious conservative and a libertarian as its opponents. I’m not claiming Haidt needed to cover every political ideology that’s ever been devised. I don’t mind that in the course of his field work he didn’t track down Curtis Yarvin, spend ten careers deciphering exactly what that man is trying to say, and then introduce a seventh moral foundation called “based and blackpilled” or something. Eventually you’re just cataloguing, not making enough generalisations to predict anything.

But socialism seems like a big thing to just completely ignore. Maybe in 2012 (and I need to remember that even if the book was published then, most of the work that went into it comes from the noughties or even earlier) there were so few socialists that it would have been like including neoreaction to bother to include them? Maybe those sentiments were so rare that an axis for them would add little to the analysis?

I was at university in 2012 and I was sort of a socialist, to the extent that I hung out with the socialist activists a lot, and there were, like, five of us, and we mostly focused on organising against censorship (our biggest event that year was a “Free Speech Day” – wow 2012 is ancient history) and against things like Sharia arbitration courts, state-funded faith schools, and female genital mutilation. I think everyone realised there was very little traction for the economic parts of the agenda, so focused on social stuff where there were live fights to be had. The nature of those probably seems insane from a US perspective but things are a little different in the UK. We have issues with things like even normal state schools running Religious Education lessons that teach Islam or Christianity as fact, and there are schools (though I’m not sure any of them are state funded, but the line isn’t clear and the systems intermingle) that advocate the death penalty for homosexuality and stuff. It’s wild, but that’s a different conversation.

Being as kind to Haidt as possible, maybe having to fit socialism into his system seemed as ridiculous as having to fit divine right monarchy into it. Altogether, it comes across as an attempt to dramatically reach across the ideological divide between Barack Obama and Mitt Romney and therefore unify all political thought, but then, well, that’s quite literally what the divide was in 2012, so maybe I’m being unfair by calling him out on this kind of limited scope.

But I’m not. The whole deal here is meant to be that partisan politics is fickle but the moral foundations are, well, foundational. If just one decade on from publication, large amounts of mainstream politics are dominated by an idea that doesn’t really even fit into these foundations, then that’s quite a strike against the theory. I suppose Haidt would argue that is does fit, but I can’t work out how to guess whether he’d try to jam into fairness (that sounds most plausible from the name, but it really doesn’t work at all with what that foundation is supposed to be about) or liberty (making it into even more of a catch-all for everything he couldn’t capture in round one). But if the theory can be stretched that far, it isn’t really predicting anything.

If this were the only problem, we could perhaps chalk it up to “nobody expected Bernie 2016” and conclude that politics is pretty hard. We need to have a look at the things he’s more explicitly dealing with – differences between conservatives and liberals on the six foundations he wants to work with – and see if they’re stable over time and therefore perhaps useful predictive tools.

They are absolutely not. I don’t think you’d get anything like the same distributions of moral foundations between political tribes nowadays, and therefore that they’re only slightly less ephemeral than the partisan issue of the day. Moral foundations were supposed to be the stable thing in the background driving political differences. If anything, I think the last ten years suggests the causation flows the other way.

Morality doesn’t drive tribalism; tribalism drives morality

Probably the biggest difference between conservatives and liberals in Haidt’s view is that the former value sanctity, loyalty, and authority, whereas liberals don’t really care about these at all. So, explain Trump, please!. Trump is the embodiment of the profane. He offends basic notions of the sacred, of dignity in political debate and in human conduct in general, and of respect and decorum, at such a rate that the outrage just can’t keep up.

And that outrage is not just the classic outrage of liberals towards conservatives that Haidt would predict: the outrage on behalf of those harmed (because harm is what liberals care about above all else in his model). Outrage against Trump was often outrage against the violation of the sacred. The very human being of Trump was cast as disgusting and dirty. He revelled in it and conservatives lapped it up. Conservatives luxuriated in violations of the sacred experienced as liberation, like it was a Sex Pistols concert in the 70s.

And as for how liberals treat sacredness now? I don’t need to go on at this point with a bunch of examples of how the exemplar crime in the eyes of the average liberal is now offence against some sacred taboo, like conservatives of the past when someone swore in a sitcom. This is probably the most commented-on aspect of the political realignment of the 2010s and needs no further elaboration.

And who took the side of national loyalty in 2016? Clinton’s nomination drowned in the US flag and other patriotic regalia, while Trump was cast as essentially a Russian spy, an enemy of the state, an infiltrator. And, as if to rub Haidt’s face in it, he was supposed to be in hock to the Russians (putting liberals on the side of loyalty) because of some alleged candid photos of him getting urinated on by prostitutes, or something (putting liberals firmly on the side of sanctity). Many conservatives ended up lionising Russia as superior to the USA (or at least many aspects of the USA), in a complete reversal of their Bush-era nationalism and in rejection of the whole cold war framing (though this has understandably got a little quieter in many quarters as of 2022).

And, though liberals maintain their anti-authority flavour in some ways, as relating to sticks-and-stones authority like that of the police, it’s now liberals who demand respect for the authority of all the great centres of prestige – universities, broadsheet newspapers, the judiciary, teachers, the bureaucracy, scientists. Liberal discourse is saturated with appeals to hierarchy and demands for deference, with detractors urged to stay in their lane, not question the experts, and respect those with the prestige to demand such respect.

Even the demands for justice for oppressed groups have over time taken on less and less of a “reduce material harm” flavour and begun to be expressed more and more in a “give prestige and deference” manner. Though the socialists talk about material conditions a lot, the liberal mainstream almost seems to view that as vulgar these days, and talks in terms of prestige and respect – hierarchical terms I associate more with Haidt’s authority foundation – because that’s the currency they work with now.

In short, the political world Haidt describes is unrecognisable in 2022, and for more reasons that just the unexpected return of socialism to the world of polite conversation and the routing of the New Atheists from their position as the bleeding edge of cultural liberalism. I wouldn’t say that conservatives and liberals have switched places, it’s far more complicated than that, but certainly the dynamics he describes, where liberals focus almost all their messaging on utilitarian appeals to the greater welfare, while conservatives deal with a more complex and nuanced approach to morality involving respect for authority, a focus on defending the sacred, and loyalty to the nation and flag, are shot to hell by now.

It is not good for a theory of what lies behind politics to look completely foolish after a decade of politics has passed! I can’t see how anyone, looking at events since The Righteous Mind was published, can put any stock in its theories of how differences in moral intuition drive political divides. Clearly the differences between people in different political tribes as to what moral intuitions they have are not foundational at all, but contingent on something else. Something was making conservatives all sanctity/loyalty/authority in the past, but is doing the same to liberals now. 

If moral foundations are not foundational at all, then what is driving them? Can we just look one link back up the chain and find a foundation of moral foundations, deeper in the recesses of the mind? Sadly, I fear it’s worse than that for Haidt’s theory. Rather than just thinking he’s failed to find the source of the causal chain, I think he has it entirely backwards: I think that political differences are what drive our differences in moral intuition.

Think through all the examples I’ve given of how the conservative/liberal divide he describes has changed with respect to emphasis on different moral foundations. Every single shift is politically convenient.

Liberals were anti-authority freedom fighters until they controlled a whole bunch of prestigious institutions and sources of authority, and then suddenly experts were not to be questioned, all sorts of elite prestige factories like Harvard were suddenly to be treated with the utmost of reverence, and liberals started using phrases like “the adults in the room” to refer to themselves. But they never got the police, so be as anarchist and punk rock as you like around those pigs (whereas Conservatives still ostentatiously show deference to the police).

Conservatives clung to an image of resisting the corruption of the sacred by the profane, of wholesome family values and smiling rows of identikit suit-wearing children with biblical names like those from all the best homeschooling families I knew as a child, until their movement somehow ended up headed by a brash, shock-and-disgust-to-dominate real estate brawler with a disreputable sex life, and all that got quietly dropped.

None of this is particularly controversial or insightful stuff when it comes to the last decade of political evolution “everyone actually a total hypocrite; tribalism rules all” isn’t exactly new or interesting. My point here is that this clearly drives the moral intuitions Haidt thought he’d identified as the prime mover in the equation. People don’t become conservatives or liberals because they have different moral intuitions. People develop the moral intuitions they require in order to support their political tribe, and those intuitions can change quickly.

That’s because they’re all just downstream consequences of the most fundamental intuition, the ultimate unthinking flinch reaction upstream of all the post-hoc moral philosophising Haidt quite rightly views as secondary, the most basic elephant-in-the-brain: “My side is justified”.

Conclusions

Overall, I’d recommend The Righteous Mind. If that seems nuts given the preceding 10,000 words then that’s only because the ways in which it messes up are extremely interesting. This is not the kind of book you get mad at and want to throw at the wall. This is the kind of book you keep finding yourself “reading” with a thumb in the page, gazing out the window, thinking about politics or meta-ethics or the replication crisis.

Particularly given when it was written, it’s a solid contribution to the world of popular social science. It does deserve its place as part of the turn towards empiricism and rigour in that world, and part of the “perhaps think a bit more about politics than how everyone else is obviously evil” genre. Its three main problems are that it’s hard to know exactly what to think about it replication-crisis-wise, that Haidt can’t distinguish between normative and descriptive claims even though he tries really hard to be good about this, and that its attempt to find an underlying driver for partisan differences is completely and utterly backwards.

These might seem like damning criticisms but they’re really not. Nothing in this vein is free from the stain of the replication crisis. If you threw out every book that referenced even just the absolute bottom tier stuff like Dan Ariley and John Bargh, you wouldn’t have a discipline left. This whole discipline is crawling out of a huge hole of fraud, wishful thinking, and appalling lack of rigour. People like Haidt, even though I may be quite sceptical of his category formation, are broadly pulling it upward. It makes thinking about this area hard but it does not make it impossible or useless.

Similarly the normative/descriptive confusion is far from unique and it doesn’t matter to a lot of the book’s content. You can take the moral intuitionism as a descriptive theory, as Haidt in his more sober moments would insist you should, take his attempt at “Durkheimian Utilitarianism” as a good starting point for how to think about utilitarianism in a less naive way, and leave out the awkward bridge idea in which somehow the existence of a moral intuition implies it’s either normatively true or instrumentally useful. There’s a lot of good thinking in there but you just have to follow Haidt very carefully and know when to let go of his hand as he powers off into his pluralism aesthetic, ranting about how New Atheists suck while producing almost identical arguments at a slightly different level of natural selection.

The political stuff is the most obviously wrong on its face, but it’s wrong in a really enlightening and interesting way. It’s a good idea to understand that not everything is a simple disagreement over how to maximise one agreed value, but neither is the disagreement that the other side hates your value and wants it to be minimised just to spite you. A staggering amount of political discourse even now still takes place on one of these two absolutely ludicrous sets of terms. Haidt is a solid rebuttal to that, showing how different people have quite different moral intuitions, and how political debates often run aground on the problem of orthogonal values.

His attempt to then treat those intuitive values as he found them in the war-on-terror era USA as personality fundamentals specific to the people that formed the conservative and liberal political tribes is completely wrong, but it represents a good first step away from what he’s positioning it against. If anything, he just didn’t go far enough and see that so much of what he saw as fundamental was a contingent expression of tribal alignment, and could be jettisoned quite easily, or built up from scratch, as political realities demanded.

Perhaps the real lesson is that, viewed tribally rather than nationally, the loyalty foundation actually rules all? I hope not, and I’m not really that cynical. But I do think that sanctity, authority, and loyalty (in a nationalist sense) in particular are likely just contingent expressions of political convenience. If you have the power to determine what’s sacred, you’ll develop the sanctity foundation. If those who do so use it to keep you down, you’ll feel drawn to the profane. And so on.

One counter-argument to this recommendation is perhaps that the best bits, like the elephant-and-rider idea, has seeped onwards into the broader culture where you can find it without the baggage of having to think about Dan Ariley, wrestle with a confusing and contradictory approach to meta-ethics, and work out how anyone could bundle Ron Paul style libertarianism and Ibram Kendi style social justice into one supposedly foundational pole of morality and call it a day.

But, as I said at the start, I knew a lot of what I was already steeped in was downstream of The Righteous Mind, and most of what was unexpected on reading it was bad, but I still immensely enjoyed it. Few things I’ve read have been such good mental exercise.

I guess it depends what one would want out of a recommendation. I would never recommend The Righteous Mind to someone who wanted to know what I think is the state of the art in thought on moral psychology, ethics, or politics. It’s so flawed. But I absolutely recommend it if you’re interested in those areas and want to find out more things to consider, and be primed to think hard for yourself.

It’s by far the best largely wrong book I’ve read.




The Righteous Mind by Jonathan Haidt

(review by E)

I - Intuitions And Reason

They say cognitive biases are what other people have. In that vein, “The Righteous Mind” by Jonathan Haidt is a book about how other people think. Specifically, how they think about morality and make moral judgments and choices. But it also covers the interplay between intuitions and reason, community building, group selection, the importance of culture and religion, eating dog carcasses, and much more.

The first part of “The Righteous Mind” is itself a book about thinking and rationality, disguised as a book about moral psychology. It’s about how people actually form opinions and make choices, in a way that is very different from the ideal Bayesian decision maker. It centers on moral psychology, but applies just as well to almost any issue people care about.


The first principle [of moral psychology is]: Intuitions come first, strategic reasoning second. Moral intuitions arise automatically and almost instantaneously, long before moral reasoning has a chance to get started, and those first intuitions tend to drive our later reasoning. If you think that moral reasoning is something we do to figure out the truth, you’ll be constantly frustrated by how foolish, biased, and illogical people become when they disagree with you. But if you think about moral reasoning as a skill we humans evolved to further our social agendas—to justify our own actions and to defend the teams we belong to—then things will make a lot more sense. Keep your eye on the intuitions, and don’t take people’s moral arguments at face value. They’re mostly post hoc constructions made up on the fly, crafted to advance one or more strategic objectives.

The central metaphor [...] is that the mind is divided, like a rider on an elephant, and the rider’s job is to serve the elephant. The rider is our conscious reasoning—the stream of words and images of which we are fully aware. The elephant is the other 99 percent of mental processes—the ones that occur outside of awareness but that actually govern most of our behavior.

[...]

I’ll use the metaphor to solve puzzles such as why it seems like everyone (else) is a hypocrite and why political partisans are so willing to believe outrageous lies and conspiracy theories. I’ll also use the metaphor to show you how you can better persuade people who seem unresponsive to reason.



The metaphor of the rider on the elephant for how the mind works is brilliant. Imagine a man riding on the back of an elephant. The rider can say “turn right!” but if the elephant wants to go left, that’s where they’re going. All the rider can do is say “Yes, we meant to go left. Left is the best choice. Here’s why.” The rider is conscious reasoning, and the elephant is emotions, intuitions and everything else. I feel like this captures incredibly well my - sorry, other people’s - thought process on many things.

Suppose I read an article which has a reasoned argument. Right at the start, picking up on subtle cues about the opinion expressed, but also the various signals the language and tone of the article emit about the writer’s tribe and other views, my elephant leans towards either “accept” or “reject”. Accordingly, the rider either tries to believe and support the arguments, or fight them internally with everything he’s got. I ask “can I believe it” or “must I believe it”. Sometimes, when I’m especially intellectually honest, I can concede an argument and say “this argument is true, but I’m still not swayed about the general issue.” Whew, attack parried.

We know this as confirmation bias. But is it really only about confirmation of existing opinions? I seem to have this reaction to a great many issues, on which I did not previously have an opinion. And how is the initial opinion which is later confirmed even formed in the first place - is it just randomly drawn when we first hear of an issue? Clearly not, since you can predict someone’s views on an issue from their views on other issues. This metaphor gives a much neater explanation. It’s not that whichever view exists is confirmed - this is just a symptom. Rather, whichever view has the intuitional, emotional appeal to someone - that view will be supported and confirmed. This might look like confirmation of an existing opinion, but only because this process has run before, the first time the person was exposed to the issue, and resulted in the same outcome - support for the opinion the elephant preferred. So it seems like the existing opinion is confirmed, when instead what is confirmed each time is the elephant’s choice. It’s motivated reasoning, not confirmation bias.

In other words, it’s not that we’re Bayesian reasoners with this overlaid quirk that we seek information that confirms our opinions, and so are stuck feeding more and more confirmations into our perfect Bayesian machine and thus deepening our certainty. It’s that we don’t have a Bayesian machine at all! We form the opinions some other way, and then only use reason to justify them to others. In Haidt’s words (who also quotes another paper):


[...] bizarre and depressing research findings make perfect sense once you see reasoning as having evolved not to help us find truth but to help us engage in arguments, persuasion, and manipulation in the context of discussions with other people. As they put it, “skilled arguers … are not after the truth but after arguments supporting their views.” This explains why the confirmation bias is so powerful, and so ineradicable. How hard could it be to teach students to look on the other side, to look for evidence against their favored view? Yet, in fact, it’s very hard, and nobody has yet found a way to do it. It’s hard because the confirmation bias is a built-in feature (of an argumentative mind), not a bug that can be removed (from a platonic mind).



If literary metaphors are not up to your usual standard of evidence, perhaps I can interest you in some studies. In one, researchers had subjects make moral judgments under a cognitive load, such as memorizing the number 749204 (compared to memorizing only 7). That increase in cognitive load did not change subjects’ judgements. Another manipulation - making subjects wait for ten seconds before giving their judgment - did not change the judgments either.


We can conclude that “automatic” processes (such as intuition and emotion) are sufficient for performing that task.



The most brilliant experiment in my view used hypnosis. The experimenter, Thalia Wheatley, used vignettes which portrayed moral dilemmas and had subjects rate how morally wrong they were. But with a twist.


Thalia hypnotized people to feel a flash of disgust whenever they saw a certain word (“take” for half of the subjects; “often” for the others). While they were still in a trance Thalia instructed them that they would not be able to remember anything she had told them, and then she brought them out of the trance. Once they were fully awake, we asked them to fill out a questionnaire packet in which they had to judge six short stories about moral violations. For each story, half of the subjects read a version that had their hypnotic code word embedded in it. For example, one story was about a congressman who claims to fight corruption, yet “takes bribes from the tobacco lobby.” The other subjects read a version that was identical except for a few words (the congressman is “often bribed by the tobacco lobby”). On average, subjects judged each of the six stories to be more disgusting and morally wrong when their code word was embedded in the story. That supported the social intuitionist model. By giving people a little artificial flash of negativity while they were reading the story, without giving them any new information, we made their moral judgments more severe. The real surprise, though, came with a seventh story we tacked on almost as an afterthought, a story that contained no moral violation of any kind. It was about a student council president named Dan who is in charge of scheduling discussions between students and faculty. Half of our subjects read that Dan “tries to take topics that appeal to both professors and students in order to stimulate discussion.” The other half read the same story except that Dan “often picks topics” that appeal to professors and students. We added this story to demonstrate that there is a limit to the power of intuition. We predicted that subjects who felt a flash of disgust while reading this story would have to overrule their gut feelings. To condemn Dan would be bizarre.

Most of our subjects did indeed say that Dan’s actions were fine. But a third of the subjects who had found their code word in the story still followed their gut feelings and condemned Dan. They said that what he did was wrong, sometimes very wrong.



Obviously a feeling of disgust doesn’t change the utilitarian moral calculus of a situation, so the fact that the judgments change is strong evidence that this is not how people make their judgments, even if this is how they later justify them.

This study was followed by many other studies which we’ve come to expect from social psychology - studies that let people make moral judgments while within sniffing distance of fart spray, or after drinking a bitter drink (compared to a sweet drink), or while being in a dirty room. They found similar results: feelings of disgust make moral judgments more severe. Also as we’ve come to expect from social psychology mentioned in a book from 2012, these results do not replicate.

In fact, even the hypnosis study is underpowered (64 subjects) and many of the effects are insignificant. As far as I can tell, there has been no attempt to replicate it so far, but I do wish someone would try to repeat it with a larger sample. I have to admit there’s a good chance it won’t hold up either. So maybe it’s not as simple as moral judgments just being a feeling of disgust that we can easily trigger using an external stimulus. I’ll be honest though - I’m pretty convinced that it’s really about intuitions and not conscious reasoning, whether these specific studies find these results or not. My elephant has spoken.

The rider being powerless to change the actual decision, he chooses to give good justifications for it. The rider is like the White House press secretary. She can give justifications for decisions, but he is not the one making the decisions. You’ll never hear the White House press secretary answer in a briefing “that’s a good argument, we haven’t thought of that, and we’ll reconsider the policy” - it’s not within her purview. In fact, Haidt claims conscious reasoning did not evolve to form true opinions, but rather to justify to others whichever opinions were beneficial to their holder. Here is how people reacted to Dan of the student council in the hypnosis experiment.


Fortunately, we had asked everyone to write a sentence or two explaining their judgments, and we found gems such as “Dan is a popularity-seeking snob” and “I don’t know, it just seems like he’s up to something.” These subjects made up absurd reasons to justify judgments that they had made on the basis of gut feelings — feelings Thalia had implanted with hypnosis.



I have had this experience multiple times, for example in an argument with my spouse. I come up with all these very strong arguments, but then when the fight subsides they don’t seem as compelling, and sometimes are clearly flawed. My opinion was not determined by the arguments - the arguments were determined by the opinion. They are not reasons, but post-hoc fabrications. And we know the mind is very good at creating those, because of those split-brain confabulation.) experiments where people make up reasons for their actions because the hemisphere supplying the reasons was detached from the hemisphere exposed to the actual reason and making the decision. A personal takeaway is that asking people for the reasons why they believe something is pretty useless - they would just give their post-hoc fabrications (or create them on the spot especially for me!). Another personal takeaway is that fighting with my spouse isn’t fun and I should really do it less (and if I do - rational arguments are probably not the way to go). But this also explains some of the frustration in trying to have discussions with people.

We’ve all had this experience of trying to convince someone to change their mind, and them just not listening to reason. What actually happened is that we were aiming our arguments at the rider, who is not the one making the choice - only the one giving the reasoned justifications. I have a personal rule when I try to convince someone and refute their arguments. If at some point their arguments become really bad - I know I’ve lost. Because then I know it’s not really the arguments that determined their opinion. It’s something else that my arguments cannot reach. As the saying goes, “you can’t talk someone out of something they haven’t been talked into.”

Where does that leave reasoned debate? If the arguments aren’t really what convinces people, what other avenues are there? By this view, if we really want to persuade someone, we should definitely NOT say “Look at this table, the benefits of the policy exceed the costs, you should support.” Instead, we should whisper a message to the elephant: “Many people support this policy. The cool kids / popular people / your Team / your Tribe support it. You would gain their favor by supporting it.” Or whatever other signals the elephant picks up on, which are often non-verbal and non-explicit. Advertising in fact works very much like this. It’s never “Coca Cola - because the tastiness is worth the health costs!” It’s always a visual image which makes you implicitly associate Coca Cola with being cool / beautiful / exciting. Not always - sometimes they do advertise a laundry detergent by saying it costs less and cleans better. But even that is very rarely done using text on a blank background - it always tries to be emotionally appealing. And if that’s how we make relatively emotionally neutral choices like laundry detergent, think how much worse it must be with politics / religion / morality.

This is also true, I feel, when persuading not other people but myself. I think reason is in charge, but performing some things that are clearly rationally for my benefit proves very hard. Sometimes, exerting great effort, I can ignore the elephant or make it do what the rider thinks is right against its wishes. But it’s a great effort indeed, I never enjoy it, and can’t do it very often without making my life full of suffering. And it’s because I’m still under the illusion that the rider is in control.

Now, the elephant is not bad at all. It lets you make split-second decisions a thousand times a day, and they’re by and large very good. If I had to do the math every time I bought a laundry detergent I’d starve in the supermarket. Heuristics are essential. It’s only with specific large choices which are not intuitive that we might need conscious reasoning.

I do have to say I think he goes a little too far. If reason is just for showing our group is right, why do we need it at all? Can't we say "I'm loyal to the group, irrespective of arguments"? Why play this game where we try to convince others we're objectively right, not just having different preferences? Also, to convince someone to support our coalition we need to reason to know how this can be portrayed as good for them. And if we really only used reason to justify our priors, how come it has been able to advance science and we aren’t stuck in the Dark Ages? It sounds like an argument which proves too much - that people never change their mind on anything morally or politically or socially charged.

Haidt is very skeptical of individual rationality. He goes as far as to call it a “delusion”. But he doesn’t give up on reasoning entirely. He has an interesting take, where rationality can emerge from a group of individual biased reasoners:


I’m not saying we should all stop reasoning and go with our gut feelings. Gut feelings are sometimes better guides than reasoning for making consumer choices and interpersonal judgments, but they are often disastrous as a basis for public policy, science, and law. Rather, what I’m saying is that we must be wary of any individual’s ability to reason. [...] Each individual reasoner is really good at one thing: finding evidence to support the position he or she already holds, usually for intuitive reasons. We should not expect individuals to produce good, open-minded, truth-seeking reasoning, particularly when self-interest or reputational concerns are in play. But if you put individuals together in the right way, such that some individuals can use their reasoning powers to disconfirm the claims of others, and all individuals feel some common bond or shared fate that allows them to interact civilly, you can create a group that ends up producing good reasoning as an emergent property of the social system.



This is at least an interesting idea. It sounds suspiciously like academia, which does in fact (in most fields) advance towards the truth. But it needs an extra ingredient. Why would someone’s reputation depend on them making the correct reasoning? Why wouldn’t it depend on them supporting the conclusions which affirm the group dogma (as happened and happens in many places, including academia)? Good reasoning needs to be central to the group. You need the identity of the group to be about good reasoning. You need to make rationality, and being correct, high status, which is something the elephant cares about. In communities and groups where this happened (like science, or forecasting) indeed reason can do wonderful things.

II - Moral Foundations Theory

In a sense all of this is not too surprising. I’ve always known that other people don’t make their moral judgments using maximum expected utility, otherwise moral arguments would sound very different. Surely they have some heuristics. But I never took the extra step of thinking what they might be. Haidt makes a valiant effort to try and reconstruct these heuristics people use, the so-called Moral Foundations. They are clusters of moral intuitions. If the name wasn’t already taken, it should have been called “the theory of moral sentiments.” Haidt claims the same foundations are found to varying extents in almost any culture, because the intuitions have a strong innate component, which socialization can help aim in its desired direction.

Are these heuristics even interesting? Aren’t they an arbitraruy collection of culturally-relative conventions? I used to think, like WVO Quine, that we learn concepts purely from generalizing their repeated usage. And “wrong” is something children learn to apply to situations after hearing it many times from adults and other kids. But the secret sauce is in the generalizing - there are innate (“organized in advance of experience”) mental modules for the Moral Foundations, and we learn to apply the word “wrong” to some or all of them. There are studies that show children make a distinction between things which are conditionally and unconditionally wrong. They recognize that coming to school without a school uniform is wrong, but would say it’s not wrong if a teacher allowed it, or if that school doesn’t require a uniform. However, for something like pushing a girl off a swing, they would say it’s wrong, universally wrong (even if that school has no rule against pushing children off swings), and unconditionally wrong (even if a teacher allowed it). So they have these notions or modules for things which feel wrong, and society interfaces with these modules to produce the specific morality of that culture. For example, all children could have the cognitive module to intuit that causing pain is wrong. Their culture can then build on it and teach children that slaughtering sheep is ok, but kicking a baby is wrong. No child would make the mistake of thinking that slapping a baby is ok (“it’s not kicking!”), because their innate mental module recognizes that the important attribute here is the pain of the baby, not the limb used to cause it.

So now for the big reveal - what are these Moral Foundations? Let’s go over them one by one with examples. Keep in mind that the examples don’t have to be morally wrong according to your final judgment, some just have to feel intuitively wrong, even for an instant. You can think about it as the things that film-makers make sure to show you about a character in the first minute after it appears - so you know they’re the villain. They could harm someone innocent, or betray their friends or family, etc.

Also keep in mind that there could be a utilitarian justification for some of these foundations, but intuitions come first, even if expected utility and game theory are the reasons these intuitions evolved, which we’ll get into later.


	
Care / harm





We should care for other people and not harm them, especially the weak. This one is the most intuitive to many people. If an action harms people (sometimes also animals), it is morally wrong. If a group of people gang up on a woman, and beat her unconscious for the fun of it - that’s wrong. They are violating the care foundation. Helping a blind person cross the street is morally good. As we said, many people seem to think care / harm is the only admissible foundation for something being morally right or wrong. Now, harm is not a synonym for “lowered total expected utility”. This foundation is triggered especially by direct bodily harm, a thing which we have intuitions about. There are films where the hero is a bank robber, but not where the hero is a child abuser. Probably because a bank robbery is an indirect harm. Similarly, we have to force ourselves to realize that tax evasion causes more damage than car theft.

For you, Care / harm (and its logical extrapolation) might be the only moral foundation. But remember, this is a book about how other people think. To get at their moral foundations, Haidt carefully created a few vignettes which seem morally wrong, but where there is no harm to anyone. Here are four of them.


Julie and Mark are brother and sister. They are traveling together in France on summer vacation from college. One night, they are staying alone in a cabin near the beach. They decide that it would be interesting and fun if they tried making love. At the very least, it would be a new experience for each of them. Julie was already taking birth control pills, but Mark uses a condom, too, just to be safe. They both enjoy making love, but they decide never to do it again. They keep that night as a special secret, which makes them feel even closer to each other.

A family’s dog was killed by a car in front of their house. They had heard that dog meat was delicious, so they cut up the dog’s body and cooked it and ate it for dinner. Nobody saw them do this.

A man goes to the supermarket once a week and buys a chicken. But before cooking the chicken, he has sexual intercourse with it. Then he cooks it and eats it.

A woman is cleaning out her closet, and she finds her old American flag. She doesn’t want the flag anymore, so she cuts it up into pieces and uses the rags to clean her bathroom.



They tested these on US college students. Many subjects in fact said these were morally wrong. But when asking people to justify their judgments, he found something interesting. Subjects have several moral foundations, but when they need to justify their moral judgments, they seem to think only two of them are admissible - harm, and (less commonly) fairness. When asked to justify their judgments, they didn’t say “it’s just wrong - it’s degrading and disgusting and that’s the reason” but tried to invent victims in elaborate ways.

This is in contrast to people in less WEIRD cultures, or even working class subjects in the US, who were more comfortable condemning an action as morally wrong without a harm justification, or even without any reasoned justification at all.


	
Fairness / cheating





Abide by the rules, don’t cheat. Someone who says he is collecting donations for a charity, but at the end of the day takes it to himself is violating the Fairness foundation. A runner taking a shortcut on the course during the marathon in order to win is violating the Fairness foundation. Even if it’s an amateur race and nothing is at stake, and even if the runner would benefit more from the victory than the others. It’s just wrong to cheat.

You can ask where these rules you should abide by come from, and there could be disagreement which makes people judge fairness differently. For example, if you’re against the concept of individual property, maybe theft is not a fairness violation. But regardless, if something is perceived to break the agreed-upon rules, it is judged as wrong.


	
Loyalty / betrayal





Be loyal to your in-group, don’t betray the group or its people. A man leaving his family business to go work for their main competitor violates the loyalty foundation. So is a man secretly voting against his wife in a local beauty pageant. To really trigger this one, you have to find your in-group. For example, I think of how betrayed and angry I felt when doctors or scientists came out against COVID vaccines or denied COVID was dangerous, using pseudo-scientific arguments and bad statistics but mostly their status, thus giving fodder to crazy conspiracy theorists and anti-vaxxers.

As a side note, Haidt gives the best explanation I’ve ever heard for the popularity of sports.


Much of the psychology of sports is about expanding the current triggers of the Loyalty foundation so that people can have the pleasures of binding themselves together to pursue harmless trophies.



Being a sports fan feels good because it’s a loyalty rush. That’s why people want to be in the stadium, even if it’s cold and they actually see the plays in a way that’s inferior to their TV at home. It’s not about the plays, it’s about being a fan with others. More on this later.


	
Authority / subversion





Respect authority, do not subvert it or deny it. A woman refusing to stand when the judge walks into the courtroom is violating the authority foundation. So is someone who, on his first day at a job, loudly proclaims that his managers don’t understand their business and he has a better business plan. It used to be that a sports star refusing to kneel during the national anthem would have been a good example, but that has gotten into the culture war blender and now it’s just another tribal marker. Again, to really trigger this one, you have to find a true figure of authority for you. How about someone interrupting a scientific conference on genetics with screams that the study of genetics is racist? How about slapping your father (with his permission) as part of a comedy skit? If not, forget it, it’s all a theory about other people’s moral intuitions. But if you feel a pang saying it’s wrong, but think “well, it’s because it harms this or that person” then hold off on the justification.


	
Sanctity / degradation





Some things are sacred and should not be defiled. They have value that is not just instrumental, and degrading them with things that are unclean is wrong. One of those is your body - it’s not just a slab of meat. The vignettes above about eating the carcass of the family dog, and the sex with the chicken, are violations of the sanctity foundation. Someone peeing on a tombstone is grossly violating the sanctity foundation. So is someone spraying graffiti on Half Dome. If you want to trigger this foundation, you need to find what is sacred to you. For me, it’s very hard to scribble in a book, and tearing out a page is unthinkable, because books hold some sacred value to me. Religion is full of sanctity of course, so speaking the name of God inside a toilet is forbidden, or even placing a bible on the floor.


The Sanctity foundation is used most heavily by the religious right, but it is also used on the spiritual left. You can see the foundation’s original impurity-avoidance function in New Age grocery stores, where you’ll find a variety of products that promise to cleanse you of “toxins.” And you’ll find the Sanctity foundation underlying some of the moral passions of the environmental movement. Many environmentalists revile industrialism, capitalism, and automobiles not just for the physical pollution they create but also for a more symbolic kind of pollution—a degradation of nature, and of humanity’s original nature, before it was corrupted by industrial capitalism.



(There’s a much more comprehensive set of 132 scenarios and where they fall on the different Moral Foundations here.)

I don’t think this list of Moral Foundations is exhaustive. To me personally, for example, wasting food feels wrong. Which moral foundation covers this? None of them, I think. It’s just an intuition I have. Still, the foundations are helpful in cataloging many moral intuitions. Haidt himself later tacked on an additional foundation for Liberty/oppression. If it was up to me to catalog the human moral foundations, I would start with people’s judgments and back out the foundations using PCA or something, though admittedly this is less aesthetic and explainable.

Adaptive challenges

Haidt claims each of these foundations evolved as a response to some adaptive challenge in the ancestral environment, so each conferred some advantage - otherwise evolution would have selected for different foundations.


The Care/harm foundation evolved in response to the adaptive challenge of caring for vulnerable children. It makes us sensitive to signs of suffering and need; it makes us despise cruelty and want to care for those who are suffering.

The Fairness/cheating foundation evolved in response to the adaptive challenge of reaping the rewards of cooperation without getting exploited. It makes us sensitive to indications that another person is likely to be a good (or bad) partner for collaboration and reciprocal altruism. It makes us want to shun or punish cheaters.

The Loyalty/betrayal foundation evolved in response to the adaptive challenge of forming and maintaining coalitions. It makes us sensitive to signs that another person is (or is not) a team player. It makes us trust and reward such people, and it makes us want to hurt, ostracize, or even kill those who betray us or our group.

The Authority/subversion foundation evolved in response to the adaptive challenge of forging relationships that will benefit us within social hierarchies. It makes us sensitive to signs of rank or status, and to signs that other people are (or are not) behaving properly, given their position.

The Sanctity/degradation foundation evolved initially in response to the adaptive challenge of the omnivore’s dilemma, and then to the broader challenge of living in a world of pathogens and parasites. It includes the behavioral immune system, which can make us wary of a diverse array of symbolic objects and threats. It makes it possible for people to invest objects with irrational and extreme values—both positive and negative—which are important for binding groups together.



It’s hard for me to assess this claim for the same reason that it’s always hard to assess claims in evolutionary psychology - it’s hard to conduct experiments. Evolutionary psychology is an extremely strong theory. So strong, in fact, that it’s capable of proving even false facts. But I do find some of these quite credible, in that they certainly confer advantages on a group which has them. I think it’s very likely we’re averse to cheating because that way we punish cheaters and prevent them from defecting in prisoners’ dilemmas. The same for the Loyalty foundation enforcing the bond that strengthens the in-group.

An interesting finding about these foundations is that they vary between liberals and conservatives (these terms are just used to mean left wing and right wing). Liberals are strongly activated by the care/harm foundation (helping the oppressed) and fairness foundation (as equality, as in “Racial Justice” etc.). But they are only weakly activated by the others. Conservatives are about equally activated by all five foundations. Here’s a graph.

[image: ]


Questionnaire responses from 132,000 subjects, in 2011.

Data from YourMorals.org__.



I have to add that the book is from 2012, and judging by the current state of Cancel Culture and forced confessions, the Loyalty foundation is alive and well on the left, it's just about finding the right in-group, which is not the nation as a whole. I think this goes for the other foundations as well, to some extent - churches might not activate Sanctity for liberals, but pristine forests could.

Haidt thinks this difference between liberals and conservatives precedes and contributes to political alignment, and is part of the heritable element of political leanings, since sensitivity to each foundation is a personality trait and so is probably somewhat heritable. He also thinks these different moral systems are the reason why liberals and conservatives talk past each other and think the other side is evil - they have different values but don’t realize it. He even has a cute experiment where liberals and conservatives try to predict the answers of members of the opposite side on a moral questionnaire. Like the ideological Turing Test. Liberals do worse at predicting conservatives' responses than the other way around, but everyone is better at predicting the answers of their side.

I think a better explanation is that it’s all just an in-group vs. out-group struggle, and arguments and values could be incidental post-hoc fabrications. But I could be wrong, since there definitely is some heritable basis for political leanings and this might be part of it.

III - What Is Morality Good For?

All of these moral foundations seem suspiciously like norms that are beneficial for a community to have. The Care / harm foundation makes us care for the weak, and increases solidarity. The Fairness / cheating foundation makes us punish cheaters, liers and swindlers, so they don’t swindle anyone else again. The Loyalty / betrayal foundation makes us encourage those who help the group and punish those who betray it, contributing to its survival. The Authority / subversion foundation helps us navigate hierarchical social structures, and so construct more stable hierarchies. The Sanctity / degradation foundation unites us around the same sacred objects and in the same sacred customs.

This is true not just for these foundations. Anyone who has looked at moral norms with fresh eyes recognizes the very strong correlation between what is considered moral and what helps a society thrive. There’s no standard moral imperative to make as much money as you can or be as happy as you can, or learning to whistle - otherwise morality would be fun. Instead, it’s about suppressing the individual interest in favor of the group.

In other words, morality confers a strong group-level advantage. This advantage must be pretty strong, because morality is everywhere - we never see a society without it. But this leads us to a conundrum.


When groups compete, the cohesive, cooperative group usually wins. But within each group, selfish individuals (free riders) come out ahead. They share in the group’s gains while contributing little to its efforts. The bravest army wins, but within the bravest army, the few cowards who hang back are the most likely of all to survive the fight, go home alive, and become fathers.



In the same vein, my community might be better off if every time I discover someone has swindled me for five bucks, I challenge them to a duel. But I won’t survive very long before I die in a duel, leaving no offspring to have the same tendency. Evolution works at the individual level (or at the kin level at most), where genes are shared, not at the community level. Which means this tendency will be strongly selected against. So how did we develop these strong tendencies? Some scholars think it’s a byproduct.


These are just misfirings of ancient systems designed for life in the small groups of the Pleistocene, where most people were close kin. Now that we live in large anonymous societies, our ancient selfish circuits erroneously lead us to help strangers who will not help us in return. Our “moral qualities” are not adaptations, as Darwin had believed. They are by-products; they are mistakes. Morality, said Williams, is “an accidental capability produced, in its boundless stupidity, by a biological process that is normally opposed to the expression of such a capability.” Dawkins shared this cynicism: “Let us try to teach generosity and altruism because we are born selfish.”



This is Haidt’s short answer.


In a real army, which sacralizes honor, loyalty, and country, the coward is not the most likely to make it home and father children. He’s the most likely to get beaten up, left behind, or shot in the back for committing sacrilege. And if he does make it home alive, his reputation will repel women and potential employers.



And here is his long and interesting answer, which is worth quoting at length.


Suppose you entered a boat race. One hundred rowers, each in a separate rowboat, set out on a ten-mile race along a wide and slow-moving river. The first to cross the finish line will win $10,000. Halfway into the race, you’re in the lead. But then, from out of nowhere, you’re passed by a boat with two rowers, each pulling just one oar. No fair! Two rowers joined together into one boat! And then, stranger still, you watch as that rowboat is overtaken by a train of three such rowboats, all tied together to form a single long boat. The rowers are identical septuplets. Six of them row in perfect synchrony while the seventh is the coxswain, steering the boat and calling out the beat for the rowers. But those cheaters are deprived of victory just before they cross the finish line, for they in turn are passed by an enterprising group of twenty-four sisters who rented a motorboat. It turns out that there are no rules in this race about what kinds of vehicles are allowed.

That was a metaphorical history of life on Earth. For the first billion years or so of life, the only organisms were prokaryotic cells (such as bacteria). Each was a solo operation, competing with others and reproducing copies of itself.

But then, around 2 billion years ago, two bacteria somehow joined together inside a single membrane, which explains why mitochondria have their own DNA, unrelated to the DNA in the nucleus. These are the two-person rowboats in my example. Cells that had internal organelles could reap the benefits of cooperation and the division of labor (see Adam Smith). There was no longer any competition between these organelles, for they could reproduce only when the entire cell reproduced, so it was “one for all, all for one.” Life on Earth underwent what biologists call a “major transition.” Natural selection went on as it always had, but now there was a radically new kind of creature to be selected. There was a new kind of vehicle by which selfish genes could replicate themselves. Single-celled eukaryotes were wildly successful and spread throughout the oceans.

A few hundred million years later, some of these eukaryotes developed a novel adaptation: they stayed together after cell division to form multicellular organisms in which every cell had exactly the same genes. These are the three-boat septuplets in my example. Once again, competition is suppressed (because each cell can only reproduce if the organism reproduces, via its sperm or egg cells). A group of cells becomes an individual, able to divide labor among the cells (which specialize into limbs and organs). A powerful new kind of vehicle appears, and in a short span of time the world is covered with plants, animals, and fungi. It’s another major transition.

Major transitions are rare. The biologists John Maynard Smith and Eörs Szathmáry count just eight clear examples over the last 4 billion years (the last of which is human societies). But these transitions are among the most important events in biological history, and they are examples of multilevel selection at work. It’s the same story over and over again: Whenever a way is found to suppress free riding so that individual units can cooperate, work as a team, and divide labor, selection at the lower level becomes less important, selection at the higher level becomes more powerful, and that higher-level selection favors the most cohesive superorganisms. (A superorganism is an organism made out of smaller organisms.) As these superorganisms proliferate, they begin to compete with each other, and to evolve for greater success in that competition. This competition among superorganisms is one form of group selection. There is variation among the groups, and the fittest groups pass on their traits to future generations of groups.

Major transitions may be rare, but when they happen, the Earth often changes. Just look at what happened more than 100 million years ago when some wasps developed the trick of dividing labor between a queen (who lays all the eggs) and several kinds of workers who maintain the nest and bring back food to share. This trick was discovered by the early hymenoptera (members of the order that includes wasps, which gave rise to bees and ants) and it was discovered independently several dozen other times (by the ancestors of termites, naked mole rats, and some species of shrimp, aphids, beetles, and spiders). In each case, the free rider problem was surmounted and selfish genes began to craft relatively selfless group members who together constituted a supremely selfish group.

These groups were a new kind of vehicle: a hive or colony of close genetic relatives, which functioned as a unit (e.g., in foraging and fighting) and reproduced as a unit. These are the motorboating sisters in my example, taking advantage of technological innovations and mechanical engineering that had never before existed. It was another transition. Another kind of group began to function as though it were a single organism, and the genes that got to ride around in colonies crushed the genes that couldn’t “get it together” and rode around in the bodies of more selfish and solitary insects. The colonial insects represent just 2 percent of all insect species, but in a short period of time they claimed the best feeding and breeding sites for themselves, pushed their competitors to marginal grounds, and changed most of the Earth’s terrestrial ecosystems (for example, by enabling the evolution of flowering plants, which need pollinators). Now they’re the majority, by weight, of all insects on Earth.

What about human beings? Since ancient times, people have likened human societies to beehives. But is this just a loose analogy? If you map the queen of the hive onto the queen or king of a city-state, then yes, it’s loose. A hive or colony has no ruler, no boss. The queen is just the ovary. But if we simply ask whether humans went through the same evolutionary process as bees—a major transition from selfish individualism to groupish hives that prosper when they find a way to suppress free riding—then the analogy gets much tighter.

Many animals are social: they live in groups, flocks, or herds. But only a few animals have crossed the threshold and become ultrasocial, which means that they live in very large groups that have some internal structure, enabling them to reap the benefits of the division of labor. Beehives and ant nests, with their separate castes of soldiers, scouts, and nursery attendants, are examples of ultrasociality, and so are human societies.

[...]

Like bees [and other ultrasocial animals], our ancestors were (1) territorial creatures with a fondness for defensible nests (such as caves) who (2) gave birth to needy offspring that required enormous amounts of care, which had to be given while (3) the group was under threat from neighboring groups. For hundreds of thousands of years, therefore, conditions were in place that pulled for the evolution of ultrasociality, and as a result, we are the only ultrasocial primate. The human lineage may have started off acting very much like chimps, but by the time our ancestors started walking out of Africa, they had become at least a little bit like bees.

And much later, when some groups began planting crops and orchards, and then building granaries, storage sheds, fenced pastures, and permanent homes, they had an even steadier food supply that had to be defended even more vigorously. Like bees, humans began building ever more elaborate nests, and in just a few thousand years, a new kind of vehicle appeared on Earth—the city-state, able to raise walls and armies. City-states and, later, empires spread rapidly across Eurasia, North Africa, and Mesoamerica, changing many of the Earth’s ecosystems and allowing the total tonnage of human beings to shoot up from insignificance at the start of the Holocene (around twelve thousand years ago) to world domination today. As the colonial insects did to the other insects, we have pushed all other mammals to the margins, to extinction, or to servitude. The analogy to bees is not shallow or loose. Despite their many differences, human civilizations and beehives are both products of major transitions in evolutionary history. They are motorboats.



Natural selection doesn’t occur at the individual human level, it occurs at the cell DNA (or even gene) level. But we still don’t see a single human liver cell trying to go it alone and reproduce as much as it can. Actually, sometimes we do - that’s cancer, and the other cells quickly destroy that cell to help the group. Haidt says selection occurs at multiple levels simultaneously, but as long as free riding can be suppressed, the highest level is the most important one. In what cases can such free riding at the group level be so effectively suppressed, without individuals sharing their identical genes? Humans might be the best (or even only) example.


It takes the sort of gossiping, punitive, moralistic community that emerged only when language and weaponry made it possible for early humans to take down bullies and then keep them down with a shared moral matrix.



Humans have been able to suppress free riding effectively, through morality and a strong emotional connection to the group, resulting in ultrasociality. Haidt dubs humans “homo duplex: 90% chimp, 10% bee”.


[The] hive hypothesis [...] states that human beings are conditional hive creatures. We have the ability (under special circumstances) to transcend self-interest and lose ourselves (temporarily and ecstatically) in something larger than ourselves. I called this ability the hive switch. The hive switch is another way of stating Durkheim’s idea that we are Homo duplex; we live most of our lives in the ordinary (profane) world, but we achieve our greatest joys in those brief moments of transit to the sacred world, in which we become “simply a part of a whole.”

I described three common ways in which people flip the hive switch: awe in nature, [psychedelics], and raves. I described recent findings about oxytocin and mirror neurons that suggest that they are the stuff of which the hive switch is made. Oxytocin bonds people to their groups, not to all of humanity. Mirror neurons help people empathize with others, but particularly those that share their moral matrix.

It would be nice to believe that we humans were designed to love everyone unconditionally. Nice, but rather unlikely from an evolutionary perspective. Parochial love—love within groups—amplified by similarity, a sense of shared fate, and the suppression of free riders, may be the most we can accomplish.



He references Emile Durkheim, a sociologist who argued that many important facts about our lives are social facts, irreducible to facts about individuals - they have to be viewed through the lens of relationships between individuals. Also, the perspective on psychedelics as “flipping the hive switch” - creating a feeling of unity with all people or living beings, facilitating a community - is a fascinating one. It is very different from previous accounts I’ve heard, which focused on how they affect your belief landscape (again, focusing on the rider). Still, I’m not fully convinced of the logical path between dancing ecstatically around a bonfire and a suppression of free-riding effective enough that group selection becomes powerful, since the connection is temporary.

IV - A Team Sport

Morality is complicated. Let’s take a break to talk about football. Bear with me for a second.


Every Saturday in the fall, at colleges across the United States, millions of people pack themselves into stadiums to participate in a ritual that can only be described as tribal. At the University of Virginia, the ritual begins in the morning as students dress in special costumes. Men wear dress shirts with UVA neckties, and if the weather is warm, shorts. Women typically wear skirts or dresses, sometimes with pearl necklaces. Some students paint the logo of our sports teams, the Cavaliers (a V crossed by two swords), on their faces or other body parts.

The students attend pregame parties that serve brunch and alcoholic drinks. Then they stream over to the stadium, sometimes stopping to mingle with friends, relatives, or unknown alumni who have driven for hours to reach Charlottesville in time to set up tailgate parties in every parking lot within a half mile of the stadium. More food, more alcohol, more face painting.

By the time the game starts, many of the 50,000 fans are drunk, which makes it easier for them to overcome self-consciousness and participate fully in the synchronous chants, cheers, jeers, and songs that will fill the next three hours. Every time the Cavaliers score, the students sing the same song UVA students have sung together on such occasions for over a century. The first verse comes straight out of Durkheim and Ehrenreich. The students literally lock arms and sway as a single mass while singing the praises of their community (to the tune of “Auld Lang Syne”):

That good old song of Wah-hoo-wah—we’ll sing it o’er and o’er It cheers our hearts and warms our blood to hear them shout and roar We come from old Virgin-i-a, where all is bright and gay Let’s all join hands and give a yell for dear old U-V-A.

Next, the students illustrate McNeill’s thesis that “muscular bonding” warms people up for coordinated military action. The students let go of each other’s arms and make aggressive fist-pumping motions in the air, in sync with a nonsensical battle chant:

Wah-hoo-wah! Wah-hoo-wah! Uni-v, Virgin-i-a!

Hoo-rah-ray! Hoo-rah-ray! Ray, ray—U-V-A!

It’s a whole day of hiving and collective emotions. Collective effervescence is guaranteed, as are feelings of collective outrage at questionable calls by the referees, collective triumph if the team wins, and collective grief if the team loses, followed by more collective drinking at postgame parties.

Why do the students sing, chant, dance, sway, chop, and stomp so enthusiastically during the game? Showing support for their football team may help to motivate the players, but is that the function of these behaviors? Are they done in order to achieve victory? No. From a Durkheimian perspective these behaviors serve a very different function, and it is the same one that Durkheim saw at work in most religious rituals: the creation of a community.



And that completes the best explanation I’ve seen for the popularity of sports. It’s not just a loyalty rush - it’s the hive switch flipped on. It’s a belonging rush, being lost in a group in an ecstatic moment of unity. It’s dancing around the tribal bonfire. We’re hard-wired to want these specific feelings. But then why do people obsess about the statistics and the scores? That still stumps me. Maybe I wasn’t dreaming and everyone secretly does love statistics, they’re just looking for a socially accepted way to express it? Anyway, Haidt continues:


A college football game is a superb analogy for religion. From a naive perspective, focusing only on what is most visible (i.e., the game being played on the field), college football is an extravagant, costly, wasteful institution that impairs people’s ability to think rationally while leaving a long trail of victims (including the players themselves, plus the many fans who suffer alcohol-related injuries). But from a sociologically informed perspective, it is a religious rite that does just what it is supposed to do: it pulls people up from Durkheim’s lower level (the profane) to his higher level (the sacred). It flips the hive switch and makes people feel, for a few hours, that they are “simply a part of a whole.” It augments the school spirit for which UVA is renowned, which in turn attracts better students and more alumni donations, which in turn improves the experience for the entire community, including professors like me who have no interest in sports.

Religions are social facts. Religion cannot be studied in lone individuals any more than hivishness can be studied in lone bees. Durkheim’s definition of religion makes its binding function clear:

A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.

[...]

The third principle of moral psychology: Morality binds and blinds. Many scientists misunderstand religion because they ignore this principle and examine only what is most visible. They focus on individuals and their supernatural beliefs, rather than on groups and their binding practices. They conclude that religion is an extravagant, costly, wasteful institution that impairs people’s ability to think rationally while leaving a long trail of victims. I do not deny that religions do, at times, fit that description. But if we are to render a fair judgment about religion—and understand its relationship to morality and politics—we must first describe it accurately.



Now that we’ve set the stage, let’s tackle religion. First, before pronouncing judgment, a cause for pause. Chesterton's fence is the principle that reforms should not be made until the reasoning behind the existing state of affairs is understood. That is, if you see something well established and don’t know why it’s there, you shouldn’t remove it. For example, if you buy farmland and see that someone has put up a fence, don’t remove it before you know why they did it. A related principle is that if you see something well established come up everywhere, even if you think you know the reasons why it’s there and they don’t apply, you still shouldn’t remove it - you’re probably mistaken about the actual reasons. If every farmer you’ve ever known has a fence, even if they tell you it’s against ghosts, or the evil eye, or the Mongols - for the love of god don’t get rid of your fence. This is how I interpret some of the arguments for metis in Seeing Like A State. Especially if that fence is the product of cultural evolution. Religion and a moral community are The Secret of Our Success. Now, religion pops up everywhere - there’s scarcely a tribe or culture without it - so we should be very careful before pronouncing we know all about it and throwing it in the bin.

But on to the object level - is religion good? Let’s start with the familiar objections. I mean, c’mon - a supernatural omnipotent deity in the skies which somehow we can never detect? That’s clearly a false belief. Surely it’s just good epistemic hygiene to get rid of everything downstream of that, right? And indeed, many of the New Atheist objections to religion center on the (lack of) evidence for the existence of supernatural beings. They view the essence and cause of religion as the belief in those agents.


Dawkins [...] defines the “God Hypothesis” as the proposition that “there exists a superhuman, supernatural intelligence who deliberately designed and created the universe and everything in it, including us.” The rest of the book is an argument that “God, in the sense defined, is a delusion; and, as later chapters will show, a pernicious delusion.” Once again, religion is studied as a set of beliefs about supernatural agents, and these beliefs are said to be the cause of a wide range of harmful actions. Dennett takes that approach too.



But what if that’s not the reason for religion’s existence? Haidt pulls the rug from under many of these objections to religion not by denying that the facts of supernatural agents are false - but by saying that they are completely irrelevant! That would be missing the point and trying to reduce it to the individual level, instead of viewing it as a social fact.


Supernatural agents do of course play a central role in religion, just as the actual football is at the center of the whirl of activity on game day at UVA. But trying to understand the persistence and passion of religion by studying beliefs about God is like trying to understand the persistence and passion of college football by studying the movements of the ball. You’ve got to broaden the inquiry. You’ve got to look at the ways that religious beliefs work with religious practices to create a religious community. Believing, doing, and belonging are three complementary yet distinct aspects of religiosity, according to many scholars. When you look at all three aspects at the same time, you get a view of the psychology of religion that’s very different from the view of the New Atheists. I’ll call this competing model the Durkheimian model, because it says that the function of those beliefs and practices is ultimately to create a community. Often our beliefs are post hoc constructions designed to justify what we’ve just done, or to support the groups we belong to.



All the ink spilled in arguing about those facts’ epistemic truth value is wasted. First, facts are for the rider, and religion is a choice by the elephant. But second, that’s not even the real essence of religion. That’s just some fabrication by the internal press secretary. Have you noticed how spectacularly ineffective discussions about epistemic facts are in changing people’s religiosity? You’ll never convince someone to let go of what religion gives them by citing some archeological evidence. To understand the actual psychology and function of religion, we need to understand how it emerged.

So where did religion come from? The New Atheists vote byproduct, in the following way. We evolved to have a hypersensitive agency detection module, which tends towards false positives (thinking a log is a tiger) rather than false negatives (thinking a tiger is a log) for obvious survival reasons. It conferred a real benefit. But that module sometimes misfires, making us think that thunder and lightning are caused by gods.

Haidt does not dispute this. OK, so this is how the initial religious beliefs come to be in the mind of one person. But how and why do they spread? Why don’t we each have our own idiosyncratic religion? To Dennett and Dawkins, religions are a kind of mental virus or parasite, which undergo Darwinian selection on the basis of their ability to survive and reproduce themselves in other minds. Like a virus, “they make their hosts do things that are bad for themselves (e.g., suicide bombing) but good for the parasite (e.g., Islam).”

Haidt makes the case that religions are not in fact parasites, but that they confer strong advantages on the group, very similar to the decisive advantages of morality discussed above. They help bind a group and create a moral community. Far from being wasteful misfirings, or harmful parasites - they are load-bearing beams. And they became that way through cultural evolution:


Religions are sets of cultural innovations that spread to the extent that they make groups more cohesive and cooperative. Atran and Henrich argue that the cultural evolution of religion has been driven largely by competition among groups. Groups that were able to put their by-product gods to some good use had an advantage over groups that failed to do so, and so their ideas (not their genes) spread. Groups with less effective religions didn’t necessarily get wiped out; often they just adopted the more effective variations. So it’s really the religions that evolved, not the people or their genes.



Haidt goes further, and proposes gene-culture coevolution. Religions become more advantageous and people become more susceptible to religion. For example, when infidels are cast out, genes for tribalism will be selected for. More tribal people will create and enforce norms more vigorously, making tribal tendencies more adaptive, thus creating a positive feedback loop. This could explain why we tend to be so tribal, irrespective of the specific tribe. It seems like we actively seek a group (or groups) to identify with and defend - it’s so persistent it does seem to be hard-wired.

If religion really is beneficial, we should see many cases where religions confer advantage on their community. Haidt cites many interesting examples. The central one is that gods enable the creation of a moral community.


The gods of hunter-gatherers are often capricious and malevolent. They sometimes punish bad behavior, but they bring suffering to the virtuous as well. As groups take up agriculture and grow larger, however, their gods become far more moralistic. The gods of larger societies are usually quite concerned about actions that foment conflict and division within the group, such as murder, adultery, false witness, and the breaking of oaths.

If the gods evolve (culturally) to condemn selfish and divisive behaviors, they can then be used to promote cooperation and trust within the group. You don’t need a social scientist to tell you that people behave less ethically when they think nobody can see them.



Another useful feature of gods is collective punishment, making the community enforce norms more rigidly. Gods can help enforce contracts - the libertarian holy grail: “temples often served an important commercial function: oaths were sworn and contracts signed before the deity, with explicit threats of supernatural punishment for abrogation.” Note that belief in divine retribution - not the actual retribution - is enough for the contract to be fulfilled. Gods can help increase trust. This trust helped Jews and Muslims excel in long-distance trade in the medieval world. Even today, the diamond market which requires very high trust is dominated by religiously bound ethnic groups, such as ultra-Orthodox Jews, which reduces monitoring costs.


In his book Darwin’s Cathedral, [David Sloan] Wilson catalogues the ways that religions have helped groups cohere, divide labor, work together, and prosper. He shows how John Calvin developed a strict and demanding form of Christianity that suppressed free riding and facilitated trust and commerce in sixteenth-century Geneva. He shows how medieval Judaism created “cultural fortresses that kept outsiders out and insiders in.” But his most revealing example (based on research by the anthropologist Stephen Lansing) is the case of water temples among Balinese rice farmers in the centuries before Dutch colonization.

Rice farming is unlike any other kind of agriculture. Rice farmers must create large irrigated paddies that they can drain and fill at precise times during the planting cycle. It takes a cast of hundreds. In one region of Bali, rainwater flows down the side of a high volcano through rivulets and rivers in the soft volcanic rock. Over several centuries the Balinese carved hundreds of terraced pools into the mountainside and irrigated them with an elaborate series of aqueducts and tunnels, some running underground for more than a kilometer. At the top of the whole system, near the crest of the volcano, they built an immense temple for the worship of the Goddess of the Waters. They staffed the temple with twenty-four full-time priests selected in childhood, and a high priest who was thought to be the earthly representative of the goddess herself.

The lowest level of social organization was the subak, a group of several extended families that made decisions democratically. Each subak had its own small temple, with its own deities, and each subak did the hard work of rice farming more or less collectively. But how did the subaks work together to build the system in the first place? And how did they maintain it and share its waters fairly and sustainably? These sorts of common[s] dilemmas (where people must share a common resource without depleting it) are notoriously hard to solve. The ingenious religious solution to this problem of social engineering was to place a small temple at every fork in the irrigation system. The god in each such temple united all the subaks that were downstream from it into a community that worshipped that god, thereby helping the subaks to resolve their disputes more amicably. This arrangement minimized the cheating and deception that would otherwise flourish in a zero-sum division of water. The system made it possible for thousands of farmers, spread over hundreds of square kilometers, to cooperate without the need for central government, inspectors, and courts. The system worked so efficiently that the Dutch—who were expert hydrologists themselves—could find little to improve.

What are we to make of the hundreds of gods and temples woven into this system? Are they just by-products of mental systems that were designed for other purposes? Are they examples of what Dawkins called the “time-consuming, wealth-consuming … counterproductive fantasies of religion?” No.



I want to propose another example, which is the Afghani Taliban. Although massively underfunded and underequipped, it vanquished the Afghan army within a few weeks. You could make excuses for why the Taliban was succeeding before - their guerilla job of striking anywhere was easier than the army’s job of maintaining security everywhere. But then why did they overtake the country so easily? Because their (much stronger) religious belief makes them cohesive, in a way that the rest of the Afghan nation - united by their (admirable!) will to allow their girls to go to school and their women to walk free - were not. Even before the recent conquest, the Taliban enjoyed surprising levels of popular support (for cruel terrorist fanatics). Their Sharia courts, for example, had a reputation for being harsher but less corrupt than the government’s.

But these all seem sort of like anecdotes. Can we do something more quantitative? Ideally, we would like to form hundreds of communities, and then randomly assign each one to be either religious or not, and see whether they are still cohesive and functional a few generations later. That experiment has been conducted, minus the random assignment, in 19th century communes.


Communes are usually founded by a group of committed believers who reject the moral matrix of the broader society and want to organize themselves along different principles. For many nineteenth-century communes, the principles were religious; for others they were secular, mostly socialist. Which kind of commune survived longer? Sosis found that the difference was stark: just 6 percent of the secular communes were still functioning twenty years after their founding, compared to 39 percent of the religious communes.



I’m all for atheism and rationality. I think they’re correct. But the communities they create in real life are not as strong and all-encompassing as religious communities. Binding society together is very important. As social conservatives realize - you don’t help the bees by destroying the hive. If you abolish gender, you don’t know what’s in the other side for society, so you better tread carefully. Now, maybe you realize all this. You may think that despite the binding effect, religion is a net negative. Or that religion was a kind of crutch, but we’ve grown out of it and no longer need it to bind society. Then religion could end up being net negative. But let’s disabuse ourselves of the notion that religion is about believing in supernatural beings.

If there’s one thing I think Haidt would have you take away from the book, it’s that morality and religion are not some cute quirks that we happen to have - they’re the fabric of our society and existence. I don’t think this is all true, but I do think it’s a very interesting perspective about reason, morality, society and religion. If your elephant is intrigued, there’s more good stuff in The Righteous Mind.
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The Russian Revolution: A New History, by Sean McMeekin

“I don’t know why anyone bothers to read fiction!”

That was a recurring thought of mine, as I read this gripping 415-page book about the Russian Revolution by Bard College history professor Sean McMeekin.

The sheer absurdity of the revolution often puts fiction to shame.

The lessons from this period of history also seem dramatically under-considered, and especially relevant to our chaotic world today. That motivated me to write this review, to share what I learned:

I. Rasputin, Voice of Reason

Russia has always had a reputation for backwardness. It lagged western Europe dramatically in abolishing serfdom, only doing so in 1861.

Before then, Russia mostly missed the capitalist and industrial revolutions that western Europe experienced. So in 1870, for instance, just 15% of Russians were literate, compared to 76% of Brits.

Russia’s backwardness is widely known, but this was news to me: the Russian economy was charging ahead beautifully in the early 1900s, finally free from centuries of feudal serfdom, and under the administration of an able Minister of Internal Affairs, Pyotr Stolypin. The book notes:


By 1910, Russia’s economy was humming along at an annual growth rate of nearly 10 percent. Like China in the early 21st century, Stolypin’s Russia in the early twentieth was the economic story of its day, a colossus in the making.

Could it last? Russia’s economic potential was vast, and the more this was tapped, the more Stolypin believed her social tensions would resolve themselves. Peasants, turned into property-owners with something to lose, could become a bulwark of law and order in the countryside. In the cities, inequality might increase as industrialists prospered; but workers, too, could see their wages rise, along with a gradual but noticeable improvement in their living conditions.



In this era, the Trans-Siberian railroad was completed — the longest railroad in the world, at more than twice the length of the U.S. Transcontinental railroad.

Stolypin argued that Russia needed just two decades of peace to bring Russia into a truly stable economic situation.

Alas, not everyone was so patient. Socialist revolutionary organizations were brewing in Russia’s rapidly expanding urban centers, along with pro-democracy movements and other ideologies. Although the government suppressed socialist revolutionaries by giving troublemakers several-year exile sentences in Siberia, the book informs that:


While the Siberian climate (especially in winter) could be harsh, conditions imposed on internal exiles were otherwise lenient, astonishingly so compared to later conditions in the Soviet Gulag: exiles even received an annual living allowance from the tsar for clothes, food, and rent, Some well-off exiles, like Lenin (whose father was a hereditary noble state councilor, fourth class in the table of ranks) traveled first class to Siberia: Lenin brought along his mother and his wife and even hired a maid to keep house. So, far from being imprisoned, exiles could do what they liked, as long as they stayed in Siberia.



Young Stalin, too, served an exile sentence in tsarist Siberia — but the enforcement was so lax that he later bragged about having left Siberia 6 times during his sentence. Here’s his 1911 mugshot:

[image: ]

While leftism remained a minority viewpoint in Russia, agitators scored points by committing dozens of assassinations in the early 1900s.

In 1911, an eleventh assassination attempt on interior minister Stolypin succeeded — he was fatally shot in a theater.

The book notes that this was particularly unfortunate because Stolypin could have been a critical, trusted voice for peace in the tsar’s cabinet.

Instead, by 1914, when Serbia asked Russia for military help in fighting its dreaded Austro-Hungarian oppressors, the tsar’s cabinet consisted of no advisors in favor of peace.

Except one! He wasn’t exactly in the tsar’s cabinet, but he earned the deep trust of the tsar and tsarina, after comforting their hemophilic son: Peasant faith-healer Grigori Rasputin.
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Caption: Rasputin’s most professional headshot

Rasputin was fervently anti-war, and the tsar and tsarina took his policy views seriously.

Sadly, when the question of war arrived, Rasputin happened to be out of town:


… the faith healer was in his home town of Pokrovskoye, in distant Siberia. Tsarina Alexandra did send him an urgent telegram … warning that “it was a serious moment, they are threatening war.”



Unfortunately:


Just as Rasputin was leaving his house to dictate a reply, he was stabbed in the stomach.

Bleeding profusely, Rasputin survived the assault, but he was confined to a hospital bed for the rest of July.

In this way the last influential voice for peace was silenced, and the tsar was surrounded by a unanimous chorus of belligerence.



Rasputin’s untimely stabbing is just first of many flukes that, the book shows, led to an almost indescribably tragic outcome for Russia — an outcome harmful enough that Russia still suffers from its legacy a hundred years later.

The book hones in on many of these chance episodes, and ultimately makes a convincing argument for what I’ll call the “Butterfly Theory of History” in which the fate of the world depends largely on chance timing events as trivial as the flap of a butterfly’s wings.

This is in contrast to other theories of history, such as — most relevantly for the author — the Marxist dialectical theory that history is fated to go through stages that inexorably lead to true communism. There’s also the “Great Man” theory of history, which holds that history is swayed by particular strong leaders. Arguably Lenin fits that bill, as we’ll soon see.

But overall, the book makes a strong case for frustrating chance as a major determinant of history. This has implications for how we see present-day events; starting with a healthy understanding that many things are not really in our control.

But first, getting back to Tsar Nicholas’s decision to start World War 1 — the book recounts that he really did not want to do that:


In a sign of how desperate he was for reasoned counsel, the tsar refused to see either his war minister or his chief of staff the next day, as he knew they would tell him to mobilize [the military] immediately.



Tsar Nicholas ultimately consulted an advisor whom he thought was neutral on the issue of war, but who actually turned out to be pro-war. Ultimately, the tsar — who was not strong-willed by nature — acquiesced to his unanimous cabinet, and took the irreversible decision to go to war with Austria-Hungary (and by extension, Germany too.)

Rasputin, learning this news from his hospital bed, was distraught:


Rasputin … upon learning that mobilization had been declared, tore off his bandages and dictated an urgent telegram to Tsar Nicholas II, which reached him too late to be heeded. If Russia went to war, Rasputin warned the tsar and tsarina, “it would mean the end of Russia and yourselves.”



In hindsight, of course, Rasputin’s prophecy turned out to be right.

II. The Russian Bear Nears Victory

The story of war from time immemorial is that both sides expect a quick victory. Then history laughs at them:


As in the other belligerent countries, most Russians had expected a short, victorious war, not a long slog of attrition. Perhaps the best evidence of this “short war illusion” was the decree issued by Nicholas II on September 5, 1914, forbidding the sale of alcohol for the duration of the conflict. In the early flush of patriotic sacrifice, the generals at Stavka [the military high command] had gone the tsar one better by foregoing not only drink but female company, banning women from the staff compound and conducting daily religious services. By December 1914, reality had set in: women were seen at Stavka, and wine and vodka were being served, in ever increasing quantities.



Russia’s current tsar, Vladimir Putin, is known to be a student of history — but clearly he skipped this book. Big mistake.

But returning to World War I, the generals probably turned to alcohol because their armies suffered terrible losses, enduring:


… an average casualty rate of nearly 40 percent from August to December [1914], while losing nearly a million prisoners of war. The “burn rate” for the Russian army so far, according to some estimates, was something like 300,000 losses of all kinds per month. No matter how many millions of peasants could still be mobilized, no country, no army, could maintain such a pace forever.



This is the war in which Russia sent unarmed soldiers to the front — based on the logic that there were plenty of abandoned weapons from dead soldiers they could pick up once they got there.

And for all that, in early 1917, Russia’s European battle line was significantly behind Russia’s pre-war borders. It had lost significant territory to the Germans, while mostly stalemating the Austro-Hungarians, and winning a lot of ground from the Turks.

Because of the revolution, I was under the impression that Russia must have been losing the war. But the book shows that they were actually nearing a win.

First, the book points out that Russia had managed to dramatically ramp up war production, increasing shell production from 358,000 in January 1915 to 2.9 million in September 1916. More than a thousand new corporations were listed on the St. Petersburg stock exchange during the war. It’s a picture of a country with some economic competence.

The book also argues that troop morale was improving, though I think the author makes a bit of an error on that. He notes:


On the Galician front, there had been 35 recorded soldier protests of various kinds in 1916, a 500 percent increase over 1915; but the upward trend then leveled off, with only 7 demonstrations in the first two months of 1917.



Sounds convincing. But wait. Annualized, that 1917 rate is 7 * 6 = 42, actually a slight increase in soldier protests compared with the previous year.

Despite this, the book overall makes a convincing case that the war was about to turn in Russia’s favor. It was gearing up for offensives, and on the brink of big victories in Turkey.

Unknown to the public at that time, Russia had a pact with the western powers that it would get Istanbul (formerly Constantinople) after the end of the war — which would have been an enormous addition to the Russian empire.

And retrospectively, the allies won the war even though Russia was totally knocked out. So, clearly Russia would have won had it had stayed in the fight a bit longer.

Furthermore, the book also makes clear that while wartime Russia may not have been the nicest place to live, there was no widespread starvation. There was no deprivation that could hold a candle to later self-inflicted tragedies:


… the image many of us have from popular histories—of a hungry working-class populace driven over the edge by spiraling bread prices—does not accord with the material facts. There were few signs of burgeoning labor unrest in Russia in early 1917. In May and June 1916, nearly 200,000 workers had walked out for an average of six and a half days. But there were only a fraction as many strikes in November and December, which saw about 30,000 laborers walk out for an average of two and a half days. … The food picture in Petrograd was satisfactory and improving, if still far from perfect. At no time in January or February 1917 did the city’s flour reserves dip below twelve days’ worth.



Because the living situation was not dire, the book notes that almost nobody saw the revolution coming — including Lenin, who was living in Switzerland and was “despondent” about revolutionary prospects.


In … January … 1917, Lenin told a youth-socialist gathering that “we old-timers may not live to see the decisive battles of the upcoming revolution.”



The book notes:


The fact is, no one had any inkling of what was about to transpire in St Petersburg: not frontline soldiers, not the tsar or his advisers, not liberal society, not the Allied ambassadors, not the German agents provocateurs … not Lenin in Switzerland, nor, judging by stable bond prices, the millions of foreigners who had invested in the tsarist regime in Paris, London, and New York. What most people in St. Petersburg were talking about in winter 1917 was not bread shortages, nor the prospect of popular street disturbances in a city so bitingly cold that few people ventured outdoors for long.



III. A Fair-weather Revolution

The most trivial of coincidences sparked the revolution:


What transformed the Russian political landscape in February 1917 was the most natural thing in the world, and the most unexpected: the weather turned. After nearly two months of bitter, unrelenting cold, on the day after the tsar left for the front on … March 7, 1917, serenely unaware his throne was in danger, the mercury suddenly rose sharply to well above freezing, reaching 46 degrees Fahrenheit. The sun came out, too, and the glorious weather would last another five days.

Coincidentally, the spring weather broke out on the socialist-inspired International Women’s Day, turning the demonstrations into a rolling street party, as thousands of city residents ventured outdoors to enjoy their first leisurely stroll in weeks.

At first the mood was festive and relatively peaceful. Although large detachments of police and Cossack cavalrymen were on patrol, few of them wanted to molest crowds demonstrating primarily — it appeared — for cheaper bread, in which women were so prominent. While city officials were taken aback by the size of demonstrations on February 23 … around 90,000 to 100,000 people … there was no sense that the situation was violent or threatening.



But soon, less savory elements started to use the bread-price protests as cover, and (still limited) looting and violence broke out.

Tsar Nicholas, on his way to the front and unable to fully assess the situation, ordered the garrison to put down the riot/demonstration with force. The soldiers fired into crowds and put down the protests. But then, at night in their barracks, the soldiers started talking about what they had done. Some angry soldiers murdered an officer who had ordered them to fire on crowds. The book notes that, under Russian military rules, the entire regiment would be “viewed as collectively guilty” of this, and thus, the entire unit of soldiers “closed ranks behind the mutineers both out of solidarity and self-interest.”


The news spread like wildfire through the garrison, leading one unit after another (though not all of them) toward mutiny. There were good reasons why peasant soldiers, many only recently drafted and then stuffed like sardines into the makeshift barracks of the capital—160,000 soldiers were housed in facilities designed to hold 20,000—may have been primed for protest already.



The next day, the soldiers went out into St. Petersburg and declared their support for the protestors, joining in the revelry and rioting.

IV. Changing horses mid-race is dangerous

Many factions in Russia saw the disorder in the capital not as a calamity, but as an opportunity. Russian upper-class liberals saw it as an opportunity to usher in democracy. Socialists saw it as an opportunity to implement socialism and redistribute land to peasants.

Many others saw it as an opportunity to finally win the war, after what they believed was strategic incompetence on the part of Russia’s leaders, including the tsarina (who was ethnically German) and the family mystic Rasputin (who was murdered by aristocratic conspirators just two months before the revolution.)

The book cites letters from soldiers at the front, also expressing optimism:


“Now that the pro-German ministers have been removed,” an engineer in the 37th Engineering Regiment wrote home, “our valiant army thirsts for battle with enthusiasm. I hope we will destroy the enemy.” Far from an isolated view, no less than 75 percent of letters sent home from First Army in March 1917 expressed similar sentiments…



The book argues that the tsar still has a solid chance of returning with loyal troops and restore order. The revolution was contained to just the capital, St. Petersburg, and so it should have been relatively easy to put down.

That’s not what happened, thanks to a mix of errors.

First, as a precaution, Tsar Nicholas took the long train going back.


The decision to delay the tsar’s arrival … had baleful consequences. Had he traveled home on the direct route [used by his soldiers] Russia’s sovereign would have arrived [after just 34 hours] into the fervent embrace of his adoring children and his affectionate — and stubborn — wife, who would have put some steel into him. Instead the most important man in Russia wasted away a critical day on a meandering train journey, out of touch … Unbeknownst to the tsar, both the generals and the politicians … were conspiring behind his back.



Ambitions collided to produce a perfect storm. Civilian leaders in St. Petersburg, led by Duma leader Mikhail Rodzianko (a Duma, or parliament, existed under the tsar, but was effectively symbolic and had almost no real power), saw an opportunity to take power and create a democracy.

Rodzianko told Russia’s top generals (falsely) that he was in control of the revolution, and that they should pressure the Tsar to abdicate.

Meanwhile, the tsar’s head general, Mikhail Alekseev, saw that the war was about to turn in Russia’s favor, and was eager to do anything to calm the internal crisis so that he could get on with winning the war. As a result, he was too ready to believe Rodzianko’s claims.


… he genuinely believed that Russia was primed to win the war. Only if we understand this can we make sense of the blind trust Alekseev placed in Rodzianko… believing Rodzianko had the situation under control, Alekseev called off the punitive expedition to St. Petersburg, informing general Ivanov that … “the shameful civil strife for which our enemy longs will be avoided.”



The collaboration between politicians and generals to cement the revolution led to a situation in which Tsar Nicholas II was isolated, and found that every voice he turned to for advice urged abdication. And so the tsar, never known for his strong will, did so.

The inability of the Duma to control the revolution became apparent within hours of his abdication.

General Alekseev told his quartermaster-general, “I shall never forgive myself for having believed in the sincerity of certain people … and for having sent the telegram [encouraging] the tsar’s abdication.”

One important lesson here is in the critical importance of reliable information.

Imagine if General Alekseev had access to live reports (Twitter?) from independent journalists on the ground in St. Petersburg. He then could have known directly that Rodzianko had no control over the revolution and that it needed to be dealt with firmly.

That muddled information can make things go so badly wrong illustrates how reliable, unvarnished information can be a great public good; even though creators of the reliable information may never even know if their info proved decisive in a situation like this.

Anyway, the abdication of the tsar threw things into chaos.

Things still could have gone alright; the revolution was anti-tsarist, but not pro-communist. Russian liberals in the Duma immediately started making preparations for a national election that would create a legitimate government. In the meantime, they set up a “Provisional Government”, led by a relatively moderate democratic socialist, Alexander Kerensky. Both liberals and democratic socialists worked in the Provisional Government, struggling uphill to continue a world war, keep radicals at bay, deliver tangible progress to the public, and to hold a nationwide democratic vote.

V. Vladimir Lenin, German Agent

Now let’s turn to Valdimir Lenin.

He had been in western Europe for years, during the war. At one point, he was arrested there, but was released when his hatred for the Russian government became apparent.

Lenin continued to have contact with German officials, who were eager to aid socialism in Russia to help destabilize their enemy. Incredibly, Lenin’s pre-revolution rhetoric was so extreme in calling for Russian defeat that even German officials sometimes suppressed it:


Lenin formulated the minority doctrine of “revolutionary defeatism.” Socialists, he argued, should work to bring about the defeat of their own country—he meant this literally—and thereby “turn the imperialist war into civil war.”

Rather than counsel draft resistance, socialists should encourage workers to join the military and turn the armies “red” by promoting mutinies. Although these views were seen as divisive by the Marxist majority … Lenin was hewing more closely to the spirit of Eugéne Pottier’s socialist anthem, “The Internationale,” which endorsed army mutiny:

The kings intoxicate us with gunsmoke,

Peace between ourselves, war on the tyrants.

Let us bring the strike to the armies,

Fire into the air and break ranks!

If they insist, these cannibals,

‘On making us into heroes,

They'll know soon enough that our bullets

Are for our own generals!

So explosive was Lenin's “Zimmerwald Left” doctrine that, when [German] Consul Romberg explained it to Berlin, the German Foreign Office intervened to quash publication of Lenin's program, lest the Okhrana [Russian Secret Police] use it to justify mass arrests of socialists in Russia.



While they tamped down that specific publication of Lenin’s, overall, Germany was eager to work with him on spreading socialism in Russia, and especially among the Russian army.


As Parvus [a Russian socialist exile working with the Germans] explained to the German minister in Copenhagen in late March, to prevent a revival of Russian fighting morale under the new Provisional Government, the “extreme revolutionary movement will have to be supported, in order to intensify anarchy.”

Or as Parvus explained to the German Socialist leader Philip ‘Scheidemann, then visiting Copenhagen, Lenin was “much more raving mad” than the rest of Russia's socialists.



So, shortly after revolution broke out, Lenin was directly funded by the German government in order to sow division in Russia.


On April 5, 1917, the German government appropriated 5 million gold marks for revolutionizing Russia, and four days later, Lenin was sent on his way.



I was amazed to learn this. But the author gives many stunning quotes unearthed from German intelligence records showing this conclusively.


German army intelligence in Stockholm reported … to the German high command: “Lenin's entry into Russia successful. He is working exactly as we would wish."



How did I never know that already?!

Anyway, specifically, the German intelligence officer was writing about Lenin’s first act on entering Moscow: Presenting anti-war theses so radical and defeatist that even his fellow Bolsheviks condemned them.


… Lenin launched into a fiery two-hour speech denouncing the “piratical imperialist war," along with party backsliders who had offered support to the Provisional Government still fighting it.

The program Lenin proposed was so extreme that the Party organ, Pravda, initially refused to print it. These “April Theses” are best remembered today for the slogan “All power to the Soviets,” but they were equally extreme on foreign policy, disavowing any support for the war and advocating the abolition of the Russian army. Within hours Lenin’s “extreme radical and pacifist” program was the talk of St. Petersburg…



Specifically, Lenin said:


….without overthrowing capital it is impossible to end the war by a truly democratic peace…

The most widespread campaign for this view must be organized in the army at the front [lines]…

Abolition of the police, the army, and the bureaucracy!



At the time, even Lenin’s fellow Bolsheviks, such as Josef Stalin, rejected this.


As an exile who had scarcely set foot in Russia for seventeen years, Lenin had been free to devise a policy line unconstrained by concern for comity with fellow Russian socialists or other practical considerations. His perspective on the war thus differed from that of Bolsheviks who had stayed in Russia, such as Lev Kamenev and Josef Stalin …

Stalin … denounced Lenin's “Down with the war” slogan as “useless” in Pravda. In the Central Committee, Lenin's April Theses were voted down soundly on April 8, by 13 to 2.



But Lenin would ultimately win out:


Lenin, however, had an ace to play: German money… After Lenin’s arrival, the Bolsheviks purchased a private printing press on Suvorovsky Prospekt for 250,000 rubles (equal to $12.5 million [USD] today)



As a result:


The circulation of Pravda quickly ratcheted up to 85,000. On April 15, the party launched a new broadsheet, Soldatskaia Pravda, addressed to soldiers in the St Petersburg garrison. Editions aimed at reaching frontline soldiers soon followed. Before long … [distribution] reached six figures.



As a result:


The German investment in Lenin paid immediate dividends….

In this flood of discontented humanity pouring into revolutionary Russia, Lenin was but a single individual. But in the extremity of his views on the war … Lenin was the critical catalyst of chaos, a one-man demolition crew sent to wreck Russia's war effort.



I find this amazing. Here we have a foreign subversion plot that really worked. Beyond a shadow of a doubt. 100 years later, Germany’s subversion agent is still embalmed in his mausoleum in the central square of Russia’s capital!

It almost didn’t work. Lenin’s contemporaries caught on. After a failed Bolshevik coup against the Provisional Government in the summer of 1917 (read the book if you want all the details), government agents raided Bolshevik headquarters and found evidence of the German backing. Based on this,


On July 6, the Provisional Government formally charged eleven Bolsheviks — including … Lenin … with “high treason and organizing an armed uprising.”



Lenin, however, managed to evade arrest in Finland. But things looked bleak for him and the Bolsheviks.

V. The Prank that Ended the World (the Russian World)

But then another butterfly flapped its wings. This episode feel almost like the plot director leaned to heavily on a “deus ex machina” to bail out Lenin, but — basically, the head of the Provisional Government, moderate socialist Alexander Kerensky, appointed a revered general named Aleksandr Kornilov to head up military operations.

But because of Kornilov’s widespread popularity, Kerensky had some distrust for him. But the two were still making things work.

That is, until an “aristocratic dilettante” named V.N. Lvov, who had recently been fired by Kerensky, decided to help everyone out.

The book says:


… in his own mind, Lvov was a patriot trying to save the country.



He traveled to General Kornilov, where he then pretended to be a messenger from Kerensky.


What transpired next could be played for farce, were the consequences not so catastrophic.



Lvov then claimed to the general that he had a message from Kerensky that their current arrangement was not working, and that they should instead adopt one of three options:


(1) a new government with Kerensky as dictator; (2) a small oligarchy of “three or four members” including both Kerensky and Kornilov; (3) a military dictatorship under Kornilov.



Kornilov stated that he preferred option 3, “as long as Kerensky and [another person] remained as ministers.”

Then Lvov traveled back to Kerensky, and informed him that Kornilov had proposed taking power — without including the context of his ruse; that Kornilov thought he was responding to a proposal from Kerensky.

Kerensky was apoplectic, naturally, and now feared a “right wing” coup coming from Kornilov — and immediately moved to arrest the general. Attempts to clear up the misunderstanding failed.

As part of Kerensky’s moves against Kornilov, charges against the Bolsheviks were allowed to fall by the wayside, as Kerensky thought he might need Bolshevik help in a fight.

He didn’t end up needing them, and any potential threat from Kornilov was successfully put down.

The normally dispassionate author can’t seem to hold back his anger towards Lvov, calling him “an imposter, playing ventriloquist with the fate of millions.”

It seems Lvov’s exact motivations are lost to history. He may have just been indulging his curiosity about coups, or perhaps he was trying to curry favor by being “in the know” and sharing (fake) news to both Kerensky and Kornilov about their rival’s intentions.

According to another historian, Nikita Sokolov,


we will never know whether the Lvov demarche … was a result of mental clouding or a cunningly conceived and masterly revenge [after having been fired], but its consequences were catastrophic.



Lvov died in a gulag thirteen years later (unrelated to this action of his.)

I think the severe harm from this prank / fake information re-iterates the lesson from above: Accurate information is so critical, and valuable!

VI. Lenin was more evil than I thought

Thanks to the “Kornilov Affair”, Lenin soon returned to St. Petersburg and immediately began plotting to overthrow the Provisional Government.

As usual, Lenin took the hard line, even among fellow Bolsheviks — he argued that they needed to seize power before the national democratic vote was held, as they were sure to lose the vote.


Lenin argued that waiting [to seize power] was “senseless,” as the Bolsheviks would never win a national election in which peasants, unlike in urban soviet-style elections, could vote. With an eye, perhaps, on the warrants for his arrest plastered all over Russia, he argued that the Bolsheviks should seize power now.



Lenin succeeded both in convincing his colleagues to lauch a coup, and then the coup succeeded, too. You can read the book for the details. The Bolsheviks honestly remind me of Antifa in their instant willingness to use force, even against more moderate leftists, and their view that the “ends always justify the means.”

German internal intelligence documents report that things were going according to their plan.


German intelligence reported on November 2 that “the Bolshevik uprising was completely expected” (although the agent predicted with equal confidence that the Bolsheviks would shortly be overthrown in turn.)



Despite Lenin and his fellow Bolsheviks now holding physical power in the capital of St. Petersburg, democratic elections went ahead around the country as planned. The results:


the elections of November 1917 were conducted with remarkable integrity, with a turnout of 41 million, half of eligible voters. As expected, the SRs [a socialist party popular among peasants] won a plurality, scoring just above 40 percent, with the Bolsheviks coming in second at 24 percent (though Lenin's party won nearly 50 percent of the army, including 70 percent of serving men in Moscow and Petrograd). Impressive though this was in comparison to where the Bolsheviks had stood just months earlier, it was hardly reassuring to a ruling party of usurpers that more than three quarters of the Russian electorate had voted against them, leaving them with only 175 seats out of 707. As one observer noted, the democratic verdict sat with the Bolsheviks like a “bone in the throat.”



So, when the new parliament tried to convene, the Bolsheviks crushed it.


Red Guards surrounded Taurida Palace and dispersed the Constituent Assembly by force after it finally convened, killing eight people … the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly liberated the Bolsheviks from accountability to public opinion.



Now people got to experience more pure Bolshevik rule under Lenin. Russia soon collapsed in every way possible. First, militarily:


By July 1918, Russia had been reduced to a shadow of its former self. Siberia’s cities were ruled by Czechs and Slovaks [don’t ask], its hinterland by Siberian Cossacks … Transbaikal Cossacks lorded over Manchuria, while … Japanese sponsors eyed Vladivostok. Finland was lost for good. Formerly Russian Poland, the Baltic area, White Russia, and Ukraine were German satellites, patrolled by a million occupying troops. There were 600,000 German troops in Ukraine alone…

Far from escaping the world war, Lenin’s peace policy had turned Russia into the playground of outside powers.



This gets to the part of the book that took me months to finish because every few pages I’d be like “this is too depressing” and put it down.

First, Lenin ordered the murder of Tsar Nicholas II and his family, which was carried out in the most brutal way.

While the Bolsheviks made Nicholas’s execution public, they wanted to pretend that his family was still alive, to avoid angering people too much. At the same time, they needed the family dead, because if any of his relatives ever escaped their control, that could pose a threat.

The Bolshevik’s initial solution was to dump the bodies in a mine shaft, but it:


turned out to be too shallow to afford much camouflage if the Czechs, or another hostile anti- Bolshevik force, came through. And so the corpses were lifted up again and put back in a truck. Because of heavy rain, the roads were soon impassable. After some debate, the Bolshevik disposal team simply stopped along the Ekaterinburg-Moscow road, dumped the bodies, and poured sulfuric acid all over them. Yurovsky then covered the bodies with brushwood and ran over them repeatedly with a truck to mangle the corpses beyond recognition in case they were discovered. Buried in a shallow grave, the remains lay undisturbed until 1989. For good measure, on the next day, July 18, the tsar’s blood relatives held at nearby Alapaevsk—including two Romanov grand dukes, a grand duchess, and their children—were strip searched, robbed of valuables, shot, and dumped in a mineshaft while at least several of the victims may still have been alive.



The treatment of the tsar and his family was obviously horrific, but sadly it wasn’t that unique, as the Bolsheviks soon began their “Red Terror”, which:


claimed nearly fifteen thousand lives in the first two months alone — more than twice the total number of prisoners of all kinds executed in the last century of tsarist rule (6,321.)



I was stunned by that statistic. Those deaths came along with these orders:


On August 8, Lenin ordered that “in all grain-producing areas, 25 designated hostages drawn from the best-off of the local inhabitants will answer with their lives for any failure of the requisitioning plan.”

On August 9, he instructed the Nizhny Novgorod Soviet to “introduce mass terror,” to execute anyone “caught in possession of a firearm,” [early gun control!] and to begin “massive deportations of Mensheviks [more moderate socialists] … the same day, he ordered the Penza Soviet to intern “kulaks, priests, White Guards, and other doubtful elements in a concentration camp.”

On August 10, Lenin wired Penza that,

The kulak uprising in your five districts must be crushed without pity ... You must make an example of these people.

(1) Hang (I mean hang publicly, so that people see it) at least 100 kulaks, rich bastards, and known bloodsuckers.

(2) Publish their names.

(3) Seize all their grain.

(4) Single out the hostages per my instructions in yesterday's telegram.

Do all this so that for miles around people see it all, understand it, tremble.



Watching the “Red Terror”, even the Germans now felt bad for what they had started, and drew up a battle plan to remove the Bolsheviks from power. But in another “butterfly coincidence”, just before they were about to launch their operation, Germany’s Bulgarian ally collapsed in the south, sealing Germany’s loss in the war, and making them unable to launch their offensive against the Bolsheviks.


At the [German] high command, Ludendorff threw up his arms, telling aides that “the war is lost.”



Within two weeks, Germany sued for peace.

Allied powers soon made half-hearted attempts to dislodge the Bolsheviks, but never acted decisively enough to make it happen. “White Russian” resistance armies came close, but faced an uphill battle, because the Bolsheviks had inherited an enormous trove of gold and weapons that the tsars had accumulated:


… including 2.2 million rifles, 18,036 machine guns and 3 billion clips, 430,000 midrange or light guns, 500 Vickers heavy guns, 1.56 million hand grenades, and 167,000 officers’ pistols and revolvers. The Bolsheviks also controlled the arms factories of Tula.



With these, the Bolsheviks defeated white resistance armies.

That done, they also implemented nationalization of all industry.


Economic indices declined even more precipitously than before. In the revolutionary chaos of 1917, industrial production had declined to some 77 percent of the last prewar year, 1913. In 1919, it fell to 26 percent of the 1913 total; in 1920, to 18 percent. This was true even of energy and raw materials output, with output of oil falling to 42 percent of prewar levels; coal falling to 27 percent; cotton yarn, to 5 percent; and iron ore, to a woeful 2.4 percent.



The human toll was enormous.


By 1920 Moscow and St Petersburg, once the crown jewels of a fabulously wealthy empire, had become ghost towns. The pre-1917 population of St Petersburg (about 2.5 million) had been reduced to 750,000. Emaciated city residents stumbled around in a perpetual half-stupor, with barely the energy to stand in line at government rationing centers for bread (which sold on the black market for thousands, then millions, of rubles).



Of course, it doesn’t end there. The Bolsheviks now had to eliminate any possible room for internal dissent:

Crushing proletarian dissenters

Some of the original Bolshevik revolutionaries weren’t thrilled by the devastation and authoritarianism. In particular, soldiers from Kronstadt, who had played key roles in early Bolshevik victories, condemned their own government.


Although [Trotsky] denounced the protestors as “White Guards,” the tenor of the Kronstadt rebellion was, as Trotsky surely knew, anarchist-socialist. On March 8, the local Izvestiya [publication] hit the Bolsheviks where it hurt. “In carrying out the October Revolution,” the paper announced, “the working class hoped to achieve its liberation. The outcome has been even greater enslavement of human beings.”

Instead of freedom, Russia's urban workers now faced “the daily dread of ending up in the torture chambers of the Cheka,” while her peasant masses were being “drenched with blood.”



The author notes that this protest was the first case in which the Bolsheviks truly had no ideological excuse to act brutally. Their opponents were not aristocrats, businessmen, foreigners, or reactionary peasants — they were proletarian revolutionaries.

The Bolsheviks didn’t care. The sent the army in and crushed the Kronstadt revolutionaries in a battle, with thousands killed on both sides.

Crushing the Peasants

Pre-war, Russia had become more than self-sufficient in food.


In 1913, Russia had exported 20 million tons of surplus grain, which suggested that the days of famine were behind her.



Even during the war, things held together.


Yields had remained robust during the war, despite the decline in the rural population owing to the draft. It was only after 1918, with the onset of civil war and the draconian requisitions of War Communism, that grain production levels truly plummeted.

Any peasant caught hoarding produce was “tortured and whipped to the blood.” Angry farmers fought back with whatever tools they had on hand, bludgeoning to death, according to the regime's figures, eight thousand Bolshevik food requisitioners in 1920 alone.



8,000 communist officials killed by peasants in one year! That’s an incredible statistic.

But the peasants didn’t have much of a chance. Soon, thanks to government “requisitions” there was a severe, deadly shortage of food.

Lenin did make some orders for food imports, but:


… these were for the cities, and they mostly consisted not of grain and seed, but perishable luxuries such as Persian fruits, Swedish herring (40,000 tons), Finnish salted fish (250 tons), German bacon (7,000 tons), French pig fat, and chocolate.

As one of Lenin's own purchasing agents later recalled with a shudder, Communist elites in Moscow and Petrograd were consuming “truffles, pineapples, mandarin oranges, bananas, dried fruits, sardines and lord knows what else” while everywhere else in Russia “the people were dying of hunger.”

Far from easing up on the starving peasants of the Volga basin, on July 30, 1921, Lenin instructed all regional and provincial Party committees to “bolster the mechanisms for food collection” and to “provide the food agencies with the necessary party authority and the total power of the state apparatus of coercion.”



About 5 million Russians died of starvation in this episode, and many millions more would have died, if not for the quick and effective intervention of a U.S. humanitarian relief effort led by Herbert Hoover.

Crushing the Church

One of the most cold-blooded things documented here was how Lenin used the famine as a ruse to loot churches. Thanks to the famine:


Peasant resistance was now crumbling, overriding Lenin's reservations about targeting the Church. Meanwhile, Patriarch Tikhon had embarrassed Lenin no less badly than had Hoover with his own response to the famine. By the end of June 1921— more than a month before Lenin had issued his own appeal — Tikhon had printed up 200,000 copies of a moving appeal to Russia's Christians to “take the suffering into your arms with all haste... with hearts full of love and the desire to save your starving brothers.”

The patriarch then established his own famine relief committee, which collected 9 million rubles. On August 22, 1921, Tikhon wrote to Lenin, asking permission for the Church to be allowed to buy food supplies directly and organize relief kitchens in famine areas. Enraged by the patriarch’s impudence, Lenin ordered Tikhon’s famine relief committee dissolved, arrested its leaders, and exiled them to Russia's far north.

Tikhon, still under house arrest, continued receiving donations, but he was forced to turn these over to the government.



Lenin, who had began cutting back his work hours due to failing health, deputized Trotsky to handle accusing the church of perpetuating the famine by refusing to turn over church artifacts and gold for relief.

Trotsky created a slogan “Turn gold into bread!” and invited mobs to loot churches, to give the gold to famine relief.

In the looting, around 1,200 clergy and 20,000 parishioners were killed defending their churches. Mobs successfully looted “a quarter-ton of gold, 167 tons of silver, 12,124 diamonds” and many other things, for famine relief.

Except — documents show that none of it went to famine relief.


It had been meticulously planned out in advance the previous December at a series of closed-door sessions … culminating in a top-secret … resolution “on the liquidation of Church property” passed on January 2, 1922, which explicitly stated that valuables obtained from the Church would go not to famine victims, but to the State Treasury of Valuables … All trains on which looted Church vessels were transported would be guarded by Red Army officers …



Lenin explained this very bluntly in a memo:


“It is now and only now, when in the famine regions there is cannibalism, and the roads are littered with hundreds if not thousands of corpses, that we can (and therefore must) carry through the confiscation of Church valuables with the most rabid and merciless energy ... so as to secure for ourselves a fund of several hundred million gold rubles ... no other moment except that of desperate hunger will give us such a mood among the broad peasant masses such as will assure us [their] neutrality, that victory in the battle to remove the [Church] valuables will remain unconditionally and completely on our side.”



Look – I never thought Lenin was a good person.

But I did think of him as, at least, “more moderate than Stalin.” Which is still true. But, as with “more moderate than Hitler”, it’s not very informative.

Lenin is also known for bowing to reality and implementing the NEP (“New Economic Policy”) which re-allowed minimal private property to get production back online.

But this book and his “let no crisis go to waste” famine reaction make me realize that he does indeed deserve a spot in the mass murderer pantheon.

VII. Lessons for OUR World Today

World War I was horrific — Russia suffered well over a million casualties. It led to the revolution.

And yet, it was nothing compared to the loss incurred in the revolution itself.

The book notes:


A peasant … could be forgiven for wondering what the point had been. The convulsions of the Russian Revolution, the Red Terror, the Civil War, the peasant wars, and the Volga famine had cost the lives of some 25 million people … a figure 18 times higher than Russia’s losses in the world war from 1914 to 1917.

Bolshevik Party propagandists had spent years denouncing tsarist police repression, only to erect a secret-police apparatus geometrically larger and more murderous in its place…

…one Russian autocracy had merely been substituted for another.



In case it’s not obvious, I highly recommend this book. Sean McMeekin makes a ridiculously under-studied era of history come to life. He also uses first-hand quotes frequently, so you don’t have to just take his word for things.

A big reason I love history is to learn about the world, so we can do well in the present. Here are seven lessons that I took away from this excellent book:

Lesson 1: Careful what you wish for

Both the war, and the tsar’s abdication, had been cheered by Russia’s democracy-minded liberals. But now we’ve seen how their dreams turned out.

The author points out,


“Ruling the vast multiethnic Russian Empire turned out to be far more difficult than these men expected., and the liberals certainly performed no better than the tsar or his ministers did … they did far, far worse.



Lesson 2: Chance plays a big role in history.


Far from an eschatological “class struggle” borne along irresistibly by the Marxist dialectic, the events of 1917 were filled with might-have-beens and missed chances.



The large role that “chance” events play in history should make us a bit more humble in our predictions. It should also make well-meaning people calmer; if our favorite candidate loses in an election, for example, that could be for the best. The number of variables in play is just so vast that we need to admit that even something that looks great (“finally, democracy for Russia!”) might turn out to be anything but.

Lesson 3: Humility optimizes for the best outcome for society; but to WIN POWER, boldness and misplaced confidence can be best

This touches at a conflict point in rationalism. For example, the techniques outlined in Julia Galef’s excellent “The Scout Mindset” really are the best way to get at the truth. It’s laudable that we rationalists promote and practice those.

But we must also understand the reality that humans evolved “soldier mindset” for a reason — so that they could be like Lenin and crush any and all opposition that stands in the way.

Yes, that makes the practitioner a bad person. But we also must be aware this is power of decisiveness exists. Lenin’s ruthlessness and messianic conviction are a major reason he prevailed over the high-minded liberals and the democratic socialists who were backed by the majority of the nation.

As the author notes:


… it was Lenin’s ferocious will to power that truly set him apart from rival politicians like the nervous [liberal] Rodzianko … and the volatile [democratic socialist] Kerensky. Above all, Lenin had a clear, unambiguous political program.



Perhaps this just re-enforces the need to instill more “rationalist” values more broadly in society, and condemnation of politicians who are particularly simplistic and power-hungry.

Lesson 4: Autocrats must be careful when using conscripts, as they can turn quickly

Putin hasn’t read this book, but maybe Belarus’s Lukashenko has. His refraining from entering the war in Ukraine can very likely be explained by fear that calling up reserves of questionable loyalty could endanger his regime.

Lesson 5: The critical time to fight is when a brutal ideology is taking over by force

The Russian civil war, despite the Bolsheviks’ dramatic advantage in arms, was actually quite close, with the resistance armies failing just outside of St. Petersburg.

Most wars are really stupid to fight in — what’s the point of dying for Germany or Russia or the US in World War I? I don’t see a good one. But the people who fought with the “White Russian” resistance armies nearly saved tens of millions of lives. They failed. But it gives some sense of the kind of war in which one can make the most difference.

Basically: fighting for nationalist nations against other nationalist nations = generally pointless. But fighting against militarized bad ideologies — if you’ve got a chance, that might be the hill to die on.

Lesson 6: True information can be incredibly valuable.

This lesson was already discussed early on, but to recap: it’s striking how a little dose of true information at the right time (say, about the mindset on the streets during the revolution, or the mindset of rival politicians at the right time) would have averted millions of brutal deaths.

Lesson 7: DON’T STOP THE BUS!!

The tragedy of Russian Revolution is compounded by the fact the country was so rapidly improving before being crushed and then subjected to decades of slavery and oppression.

We may forget it, but our current world is also growing rapidly — with historically rapid technological advances all over, from medicine, to communications, to space flight, to AI.

Many of us, including myself, are sometimes tempted by injustices to “blow up the system” and set things right.

The biggest lesson of the Russian Revolution is to NOT do that.

Let’s keep moving forward, and avoid risks (world war, cough) that could blow things up.

Keep things running. Improve on the margins. Bring about progress through marginal revolution.






The Tyranny of Metrics by Jerry Z. Muller

sets out to investigate how metrics became ever present in private and public organisations, and how introduction of metrics can lead to unintended consequences.

I’ve picked up the tyranny of metrics as a counter-balance to “How to Measure Anything” by Douglas W. Hubbard, a book that has convinced me to join the “measure everything!” club. Tyranny of metrics did not convince me to leave that club.

The book could have been called “Goodhart’s law: examples”. For those unfamiliar, Goodhart’s law:


Any observed statistical regularity will tend to collapse once pressure is placed upon it for control purposes.



better known through Marilyn Strathern’s generalisation:


When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure.



That’s basically the whole argument of the book, followed by a hundred pages of examples.

The examples all follow the same pattern:


	There is a desire to distinguish between low quality and high quality and there is a desire to push for higher quality.

	A metric for a proxy of quality (test scores, number of crimes, surgery outcomes) is introduced.

	People’s pay becomes based on the metric.

	People optimise for the metric, instead of quality.

	Quality is reduced, work becomes a nightmare, everything is terrible.



The outcome seems predictable, but is it avoidable? Muller suggests using “judgement”, without going into detail, I think we can do better.

How to distinguish between low quality and high quality?

Let’s see if we can derive a better metric for one of the examples from the book.

When confronted with a difficult measurement, “How to measure anything” recommends asking “what is the decision this measurement is supposed to support?”.

For a prospective student, the quality metric for a college will be used to decide whether to apply to that college or not. This is one of the U.S. Department of Education’s College Ratings Framework purposes:


To provide better information about college value to students and families to support them as they search for select a college,



College Ratings Framework has a broad set of metrics, some that are relevant to the student’s application decision are: “Labor Market Success” (median annual earnings of students … after graduation) and “Completion Rates”. Tyranny of metrics describes some problems these metrics create: belief that more education is better (average earnings with a bachelor degree are higher than without it) and lowering standards to increase completion rates, among others. I think these issues are in part caused by the use of metrics that are proxies for probabilities of events, instead of probabilities of events. For desirable events, higher probability means higher quality, and for undesirable events the other way around.

A student choosing to apply to a college might care about “getting a job as a surgeon in the U.S. with a salary above 300000 USD per year” or “performing a surgery in the U.S.” (for those who go into the field for reasons other than pay). Colleges should be able to provide predictions on such events (I expect each college would have a small set of events for which they would be able to provide predictions) for every applicant and track and publish outcomes of these predictions.

Providing these predictions would require a deep understanding of both the students and the teaching methods, but presumably that’s something colleges should care about anyway. As Lord Kelvin once said


When you can measure what you are speaking about, and express it in numbers, you know something about it; but when you cannot measure it, when you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge is of a meagre and unsatisfactory kind: it may be the beginning of knowledge, but you have scarcely, in your thoughts, advanced to the stage of science, whatever the matter may be.



Would this metric help against the problems mentioned above? Distribution of probabilities of events that students care about (like achieving employment with a specific salary) might show that there is a significant risk of net loss for students, which should make generalisations like “more education is better” less convincing. There should also be less of a push to lower standards to improve completion rates, since lowering standards decreases probability of other events students care about (like achieving employment with a specific salary).

Using probabilities of events and prediction accuracy (see Brier score and “Superforecasting: The Art and Science of Prediction” by Philip E. Tetlock for more on prediction accuracy) as main metrics for quality seems to have some nice properties:


	Tracking of prediction accuracy forces models to self-correct (situation in the labour market changed and now getting a job with a specific salary is less likely? gotta update that model).

	Models used for prediction of events can be better fitted to local circumstances (avoids “one size fits all”).

	Using accurate models might show that events (that people care about) in particular circumstances might be too unlikely, and can force someone to reconsider their decision thresholds (“my chances of completing a degree at college C1 and then getting employment with salary X are low, but my chances of completing a degree at college C2 and getting employment with salary X/2 are much higher; given my level of risk aversion, I’ll settle for higher chance of employment with salary X/2“).

	Gaming predictions (by overestimating or underestimating on purpose) makes less sense, both due to prediction accuracy tracking and better acceptance of failure due to the use of language of probability (“we predicted that you are only 20% likely to complete your degree, you took that risk and it didn’t work out, alas”).



I think this approach can be applied in almost all of the examples in the book, although if “pay for performance” is used, there will still be pressure on how to record outcomes of predictions.

How to push for higher quality?

The tyranny of metrics gives lots of examples of “pay for performance” (metric goes above target, moneys paid go up) leading to terrible outcomes, and that seems only natural, you get what you pay for. From over-fitting(give more funding to colleges with higher completion rates, everything is sacrificed for completion rates) to manipulating recording of outcomes(did that student that dropped out ever actually apply?), it all gets pretty bad(college education doesn’t have chilling examples, but policing and medicine do).

Can we do better? Maybe we can.

Some combination of “The New Economics” by W. Edwards Deming and “Thinking in Bets” by Annie Duke led me to something I call “pay for process”.

If probabilities of events (that people care about) are used as a metric of quality, the influence of specific processes on that probability can be estimated.

Is a college doing something that they estimate will increase the probabilities of events (that students care about) for some group of students (for example, “students from low socio-economic status background”)? Are they planning to? Do they have a backlog of changes to their processes? A benefactor that chooses where to allocate funding can decide whether a specific college is trying to do the right thing for increasing probabilities of events (that students care about) for some group of students, and allocate funding based on that. Note that some changes in processes will have a lower chance of success, and results of some changes might take a very long time to materialise. Different benefactors could have different levels of risk aversion and time horizons on which they would expect to see results, and these benefactors could choose different colleges to fund.

Is an employee increasing the probability of a process influencing probabilities of events (that people care about)? An employer that decides which retention measures to use for an employee, can decide based on employee value (through their participation in processes), probability of employee leaving with particular retention measures and the cost of these measures.

The important bit here is to not use realised outcomes when deciding pay. Penalising people for doing what they (reasonably) believe is the right thing and failing makes exactly as little sense as rewarding people for doing the wrong thing and succeeding.

What if?

There was one example that I tried to keep in mind while writing this post, a police detective who “sought to meticulously build a case against top drug lord” but was instead pushed by his superiors into “arresting five teenagers a day selling drugs on street corners”. How would this look if the police structure in which the detective worked used probabilities of events as metrics and “pay for process”?

Some of the relevant events (that people would care about) in this example are “being a victim of theft, robbery or burglary in a given year”. Does arresting teenagers selling drugs influence the probability of such events? How much? How does that compare with arresting drug lords? With pay for process, superiors of that police detective would need to be able to answer these questions, and they would need to enable the processes that they believe would influence that probability the most. Perhaps meticulously building cases against top drug lord is the right thing to prioritise, if it is, then in this scenario it would be.








The Virus in the Age of Madness by Bernard-Henri Lévy

In July of 2020, I was fretting about air conditioning in my cramped, Washington DC apartment, marveling at the fact that no one seemed to expect me to return to the office, and lavishing affection on my newly adopted feline friend. French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy, by contrast, was publishing a reflection on the then roughly six-month-old (depending on when you start counting) pandemic. I knew Lévy’s name and could call up a blurry face to put to it, but I had only a vague impression of what a philosopher might have to say about Covid-19. I certainly did not realize Lévy was broadly considered one of the more irritating public intellectuals, but I quickly joined the ranks of those who found him off-putting while reading his book–really a long essay–chastising the world’s response to the pandemic.

To give you a sense of the experience of reading this book, I have to reach for an entirely different activity to supply an apt analogy. My friends play an internet-based game with their children, two boys under age ten, called Talking Points. Here is how Jackbox Games, the maker, describes the game on its website:


In Talking Points, you and your friends take turns giving short speeches that revolve entirely around responding to slides that you have not seen in advance. If it’s a text slide you read the text out loud, if it’s a picture slide… you say whatever comes to mind, whether it makes sense or… well, it probably won’t make sense.



It’s a fun game, and probably a good exercise for the kids. But I had the feeling reading this book that Lévy had similarly been given a topic—the reaction to coronavirus—and asked to free associate on that topic; extra points for linking his thoughts to a series of works of literature, history, religion, and philosophy. Lévy appears not to have taken the time to think through whether the points he was making along the way were consistent with each other and shows no disinclination toward hyperbole, reporting, for instance, that “[a]t the moment I write these lines, Donald Trump lights America on fire. He utters words that can only lead to a civil war.” To be fair, things did get a bit rough for a few months there, but “civil war” was never inevitable, nor was the possibility of such an event particularly relevant to the topic at hand.

Of course, it is partially the benefit of nearly two years’ worth of hindsight that makes it easy to dismiss much of the book. Within the first few pages of the prologue, for instance, Lévy mocks as “neurosis . . . Donald Trump’s boneheaded, unspeakably irresponsible attempts to deny the pandemic” as well as “the striking tweets in which the lunatic U.S. commander-in-chief promotes conspiracy theories about the birth and propagation of the virus.” The footnote doesn’t reference any of those specific tweets, but one assumes he is referring to no-doubt poorly articulated (and perhaps unfairly motivated) accusations about the virus’s origination in a Wuhan laboratory. Such speculations, however, look less bonheaded in retrospect, even if their presidential proponent does not.

I nevertheless picked up a few interesting tidbits, and gave some thought to a topic that has taken up far less space in the news in recent weeks. Lévy quotes 19th century German pathologist Rudolf Virchow saying: “An epidemic is a social phenomenon that has a few medical aspects.” I do think Lévy frames some of the social phenomena adeptly.

The book takes a number of turns through its five chapters, but there are three themes that Lévy returns to throughout that resonated with me, so I will focus on those here. I’ll use the present tense to describe the thoughts Lévy articulates in the book, though I’ll caveat up front that I have not done exhaustive follow-up research to see if he has changed his views in the last two years.

Dissent, for the end is near.

Lévy is particularly upset about what was, in his view, inadequate public pushback against government pandemic policies, but it’s difficult to tell precisely where his criticism lies. For instance, while he appears to scorn stay-at-home orders, he also seems to mock those who protested against them. Lévy then confusingly presents for our inspection his good citizen bona fides, saying  “I complied, of course, with the practices and actions recommended to slow the spread . . .” leading the reader to ask what, exactly, he thinks others should have been protesting?

This dichotomy in his positions is reflected in his apparent respect for “experts” when they are preferable to political leaders and disdain when they achieve what he views as unwarranted celebrity status. For instance, Lévy quickly goes from praising the “impossible and unhinged Mr. Trump” for allowing himself to be contradicted by Dr. Fauci to noting with apparent concern “the metamorphosis of this adviser [Fauci] to a cult figure.” I agree that there’s an important difference between respecting expertise and blindly following credentialed individuals, but Lévy never elaborates on how to think about that difference.

Puzzlingly, Lévy asserts that “it is an iron law for any progressive that there is never a ‘good side’ to a calamity, never anything positive or useful to be taken from it.” It sounds as though he is criticizing fellow left-leaners for falling short of some shared sacred principle of which I, at least, had never before been made aware. Perhaps the issue lies in the translation of the term “progressive” from French, but I paused at this assertion about never identifying a good side to a calamity, wondering, first, if it was true and, second, why anyone would so limit themselves. Was it not President Obama’s Chief of Staff, Rahm Emanuel, who quoted Winston Churchill’s advice that we should never let a good crisis go to waste? Regardless of whether I agree with Emanuel on anything or, in this instance, with those praising the lockdown’s impact on the environment, why shouldn’t humans seek to take any ethical advantage possible of opportunities presented by a net negative event in the same way fair analysis compels acknowledging the negative effects of a positive event? Lévy doesn’t explore this question, taking his own perspective as unimpeachable doctrine.

One point I did appreciate was Lévy’s admonition that there should have been a detailed democratic debate not about utopias in the world after the pandemic, but measures to be implemented in the world during the pandemic. In so many countries, workers, especially white collar workers suddenly enjoying a commute-less, sweatpant-wearing work life, focused immediately on how this disruption could change lives for the better, barely taking time to reflect on or question the massive government spending and draconian (in some places) restrictions on hundreds of millions of lives in the now. Lévy properly critiques governments for failing to engage in such a debate and says we (who?) should have resisted (how?). He then asserts, bafflingly, that “this was the first time we had ever seen all of the critical minds in the far-left galaxy applaud a state of emergency.” I’m not sure who “all of the critical minds” included, but I suspect this is exaggerated. People like Glenn Greenwald certainly raised questions about the civil liberties implications of pandemic measures and the entire country of Norway, hardly a bastion of unanimous conservative thought, famously opted early on for a far less restrictive path.[1]

Lévy laments “the absence of deep debate over the digital tracing proposals that have been presented throughout the West as the surest way to open up safely” but on the very next page notes that “some strong-minded individuals and institutions have voiced their concerns,” citing the ACLU’s warnings and work on the subject as well as draft bills from both Republican and Democratic senators to address data privacy matters, an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal, and a Brookings Institution report. I’m not sure how much deeper he thinks the debate should have been in the United States less than six months into the pandemic.

Throughout the pandemic, I was constantly reminded of the adage about driving: everyone driving more slowly than you is insufferable, holding up traffic due to woefully misguided risk aversion. Anyone going faster than you is a maniac with a death wish. It seemed that for my friends and family, anyone doing less social distancing or sanitizing than they were was effectively licking the subway poles (and immorally transferring those germs to anyone with whom they came into contact). Anyone doing more was, let’s be honest, taking things a bit too far.

Misery needs company.

There are a few gems in the book, such as Lévy noting that he has come to find certain phrases unbearable, including Blaise Pascal’s assertion that “All of man’s misfortune comes from one thing, which is not knowing how to sit quietly in a room.” Lévy responds to those who took solace in this line:


Confinement’s happy few, the lucky ones who went off to tend the garden of their country house, and all the other joyful and good-humored confinees who had the good fortune not to be living in a nursing home, a high-rise block in East Harlem or the Bronx, or a one-bedroom apartment with noise and children, all the neo-urbanites who saw in Pascal’s thought an invitation to rediscover the simple pleasures, the delights of time standing still, the joy of daily rituals relearned, but above all the chance to find their center again and listen to themselves living, did not know how to read a sentence all the way to the end. They ignored two things. First, for Pascal, “sitting quietly in a room” was not an indulgence but a struggle, a test, an almost intolerably painful metaphysical experience, one that confronts us with our finiteness. Second, that test consisted of doing nothing, strictly nothing, and certainly not cooking, gardening, crocheting, yoga, attending Zoom happy hours, flower pressing, scrapbooking, indulging in home spa treatments, dying fabrics using turmeric powder, making papier-mâché models of Notre Dame, or taking pictures of oneself doing nothing and posting them to the same Instagram account where the week before one had posted vacation photos. They had simply forgotten that, for Pascal, the test was a test not only of nothingness, but of the vertigo and terror it induced.



Three cheers to Lévy for acknowledging that those chiding others to slow down and embrace the alone time were typically not entombed in their dwellings, unable to get a breath of fresh air or feel the sun on their skin. Reading those words, I recalled feeling my fair share of annoyance at people in houses with yards telling me it was my civic duty to stay in my hot, humid, mostly dark apartment all day.

Further, whether they were intended as a display of erudition or not, I couldn’t help enjoying Lévy’s reflections on his subjects that prompted comparisons to characters in great works.


These smug masters of the art of confinement, confiding on their blogs that they had never been so happy or so free since finding themselves right where they were, with nothing to occupy them, nearly motionless in their rooms, suspended in the current of time, had, I found, an irritating tendency to sound like Mr. Simonnot in Sartre’s The Words. Mr. Simmonot was so happy to be right where he was, so happy to be in the palace that was his own, fortified as if it were the most precious of assets, that whenever for some reason he was not at home, whenever he found himself somewhere else, he imagined his colleagues exclaiming, “Whoa! Mr. Simmonot is missing from his spot!”



Examining older chronicles of confinement cited as precedent, Lévy observes that they largely did not “fall into the trap of seeing their trip to the dungeon as a lucky opportunity to be seized.” Responding to Jean-Paul Sartre’s famous line that “hell is other people,” Lévy states that past societies “knew that Pascal’s room, Thoreau’s hut, and especially their own den was a dark chamber, an unhealthy space full of resentment; they knew that one is nothing when alone, that one thinks most often of nothing at all, and that hell is not other people, but the self.”

Perhaps. I imagine there are counterexamples. To be honest, however, I understood both those who bristled at the confinement and those who thrived under it. As my libertarian nature grew increasingly frustrated with (often absurd) government edicts, my never-far-below-the-surface introvert found that the need for copious amounts of alone time was finally satisfied–I felt that I had spent a lifetime preparing for this moment and, with some embarrassment, embraced the pajama-clad life away from the press of humanity. I’m not convinced that acknowledging such pleasure is a slippery slope to civilizational decline.

Policies, the good, the bad, and the ugly.

Throughout his book, Lévy addresses various government actions taken in response to the virus, alternating sympathy with outrage.

For instance, he expresses his shock that, in France, books (“[n]ourishment for the mind and the soul”) were not considered basic necessities. Fair enough. Frankly, defining the terms “basic necessities,” along with “essential businesses,” always seemed a foolhardy endeavor to me. But if books were basic necessities for Lévy, shouldn’t he allow others to define what they consider their own such necessities? Painting supplies for artists? Instruments for musicians? Ping pong tables? Video games? And would he distinguish between professionals and hobbyists? Beyond food, water, and shelter, one man’s essentials are another man’s frivolities.

I tried to avoid judging Lévy’s work here with the benefit of hindsight, but some of his policy positions—and even more, his dismissal of others’ opinions—seem questionable in retrospect. He asks, for example:


[W]hat are we to make of the department head at Saint-Antoine Hospital in Paris stating calmly that “for the very old,” going through “ventilation and intubation” will be “more harmful” than “coordinated care and support”?



Was that not where much of the medical community landed, in the end? Was Lévy’s horror over Trump’s promise to withdraw from the World Health Organization a bit misplaced given that body’s apparent capture by China (which he concedes on the very next page!)? Might such resources not have been better diverted elsewhere? He also lauds policy choices with consequences I’m not sure he understood, such as Europe’s “flood[ing] the market with liquidity.”

Lévy touches on the environment, claiming that he wants the “ecological principle” to become a permanent part of our legal codes and that he agrees with those who want to activate “History’s emergency break.” But Lévy continues:


[A]s for the plan to push the pause button so as to allow the planet to breathe; as for cutting off globalization’s power supply, which, according to some ecologists, the new electricity fairy was about to bring about with a wave of her ionic, renewable wand; as for bracketing and suspending the laws of the world as it was before, about which were being lectured nonstop and for which Covid-19 would act as the circuit breaker – well, bravo! It was working! But not in the way we were told it would! Certainly not in the direction of greater equality! Because we were withdrawing from the poorest of the poor, and they were the ones who were going to pay the price of our radical generosity.



Not like this, he says. Well, why not? Is change only good if it happens the way he desires? Would better (in Lévy’s view) environmental circumstances only be welcome if they are the result of his success in persuading lawmakers of particular policy merits? One gets the impression that Lévy would feel dismay at ending one of the various humanitarian crises to which he draws attention (laudably) if it didn’t come as the result of the western intervention for which he advocates.

Indeed, while there are certainly ends that do not justify the means, I began to suspect that Lévy’s pandemic policy preferences conveniently map on to his political preferences. How else to explain the following balancing statement:


. . . [A]ll things considered, a heavy dose of caution, and even pandemic regulations like those in Australia authorizing visits to the beach provided one did not build sandcastles or sunbathe, or in California where one had to remain mobile on the beaches (yes to walking, running, swimming; no to sunbathing, picnics, and volleyball), are preferable to the irresponsible stupidity of the Belarussian leaders who deemed it “patriotic” not to cancel soccer matches or to Trump brazenly and blindly declaring that the country would be open for business by Easter.



Can’t we muster outrage over all government absurdities without finding our own side to be the lesser of evils? Lévy extols and promotes “falling as democracy’s calvary” but, if disfavored outcomes had been arrived at by democratic means (such as the election of the President Trump whom Lévy (with good cause) berates), I imagine that Lévy would dismiss such results as the ignorance of the masses or the malevolence of the mob.

Interestingly, Lévy engages in a kind of early pandemic era lockdown utilitarianism, comparing lives lost from the virus to lives lost from the economic shutdown. He compares “lives in the abstract” saved by pandemic policies with his work reporting on specific lives: refugees trapped on Lesbos, Bangladesh, day laborers.

I’m broadly in favor of considering such comparisons as directionally useful in analyzing policy options. But isn’t any such determination—made by the experts of whom Lévy is now a skeptic—a form of centralized arrogance? Can any one person or administration or government really calculate and meaningfully compare the lives saved to those lost by a lockdown, much less the relative quality of those lives? I believe it is almost certainly better to give individuals as much liberty as possible and allow information to proliferate, permitting experience at local levels to yield more information.

A bit preciously, but presciently, Lévy points the reader to what the world was ignoring as it focused on the pandemic: ISIS, Syria, Uighers, Hong Kong, global warming, deforestation, Yemen, migrants, and of course:


Vladimir Putin, who has swallowed the Crimea and ceded no ground in the Donbass, had not lost his sense of direction. Pursuing his dream of shattering the European Union . . . Putin was playing the toreador, thrusting his banderillas into European borders to see just how much of the unacceptable we would accept. But Europe, or Europa, who had been a princess raised by a bull, seemed now like a blind bull, a sacrificial beast dropping its head ever lower with each thrust of the spear.



I confess that these issues were not top of my mind in the summer of 2020 and can only give Lévy credit for reminding readers of them.

Just asking questions.

Lévy is at his best, I think, not when moralizing from on high, but when raising topics for further consideration. For instance, this delightful parenthetical on the benefits of the pandemic for “big tech”:


(which wants us to call it Alexa or Siri to lull us into a cloud in which there’s no reason to consider traveling since jet fuel pollutes and one has absolutely everything – operas, symphonies, the world’s greatest museums – served up digitally on the tray of an eternal breakfast in bed).



Technology made the pandemic tolerable, but I’m not sure we would have accepted the most oppressive government responses had their consequences not been quite so tolerable for many of us. I would like to have heard more from Lévy on this topic.

I also appreciated his detour into etymology toward the end of the book, looking at the Latin word mundus, which he says has two meanings: first, the real world, “[t]he one in which people strive, grieve, hope, and die.” But it is apparently also a word signifying “what is neat and clean. Immaculate and without strain, Aseptic. Sanitized. Disinfected.” He continues, “[a]nd it is the name of another world, one unconcerned about and forgetful of its accursed and appalling side, which it is our human task to confront.”

Lévy recounts one particularly disturbing incident, of which I had not been aware. Per Lévy, the chairman of France’s science council told the Senate that the academy had decided to “delay” the “release from confinement” of “18 million at-risk individuals” who “cannot deal with Covid-19 under reasonable conditions.” (Quotations Lévy’s own.)

I shared his concern that the pandemic was allowing some of us (maybe myself included) to bask in our human desire for isolated, disinfected perfection. We would have no fear of missing out if there was nothing going on away from our Netflix couches, our home yoga studios, and our restaurant delivery. Lévy, however, warns: “alas, we were well on our way to forgetting the world. It had been bothering us for ages. It had been a little dirty. We had been trying for a long time to keep it at a distance. That, at least, was accomplished.”

Conclusion

I didn’t come away persuaded of anything I hadn’t already thought. And that is despite being very much inclined to agree with the writer and, indeed, likely more skeptical of almost all pandemic restrictions than Lévy appears to have been. One man’s madness is another man’s reasonable precaution is another man’s understandable error.

But more to the point, Lévy’s thoughts presented here do not strike me as original and the constant references to philosophers and literature come across as attempts to display his education and reading rather than the employment of elucidating examples to move his conceptions forward.

In concluding—somewhat out of left field—Lévy wrings his hands about a rising tide of populism in the west. He describes his generation’s “masters” as


committed souls who had fought the beat with bare hands (the International Brigades in Spain, Ernest Hemingway, Andre Malreux). And they were, in our eyes, the  most admirable of men because they were both present in the world and present in words, combining the art of the fighter with that of the poet.



In tribute to Lévy and his book, which I can at least concede was written quickly in the face of rapidly shifting circumstances, I will also conclude on a bit of a tangent. Those last lines quoted above, as I read them in March of 2022, called to mind Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. I don’t know if his prior comedic art is what Lévy had in mind, but looking to see what Lévy has had to say in recent weeks, it appears that he has found a master in the new generation, writing:


May the gods be with him: The free world, which is also at stake in the battle for Kyiv, and the Europe of principles have found a new, young, and magnificent founding father.



Lévy is not a writer I’m likely to pick up again, but I don’t regret spending a few hours getting to know a man of big ideas, strong opinions, and ongoing hope for humanity.




Notes


[1]

Certainly many more have changed their stance since those first few months in which Lévy was writing.






The Yom Kippur War: The Epic Encounter That Transformed the Middle East by Abraham Rabinovich

Introduction:

At 10:00 AM on the morning of October 6th 1973, Israeli military intelligence assessed war as a “low probability”. Four hours later 200,000 Egyptian troops were crossing the Suez Canal as the Syrians simultaneously attacked in the north. How was Israel, widely considered to have one of the best intelligence services in the world, so comprehensively fooled?

Abraham Rabinovich was a war reporter during the Yom Kippur War and later set out to write a more comprehensive history of the war. His focus is not the intelligence failure but the complete story of the war. However, if we analyze this history with the Five Whys method of root cause analysis we can understand how this failure happened and how to prevent ourselves from making similar mistakes.

Why Was Israel Caught Off Guard?

In hindsight there were many signs that war was imminent. The military preparations for the Suez crossing were observed by Israel. The King of Jordan, who technically fought alongside Egypt and Syria, told them about the war a week in advance. A high ranking spy in the Egyptian government gave them the exact battle plan.

But the preparations were dismissed as an exercise and the spy was dismissed as a double agent. Rabinovich explains that Israeli intelligence, led by General Zeira, rejected all of this evidence because they believed in “The Concept”.

The Concept, as Rabinovich puts it, was the following:


The Egyptian leader was prepared to risk war but he would not do so before two conditions were met. He wanted from the Soviet Union fighter-bombers capable of neutralizing the Israeli Air Force by attacking its bases inside Israel—a replay in reverse of Israel’s preemptive strike against Egyptian air bases in 1967 that won Israel its swift victory. He also wanted Scud missiles capable of hitting Tel Aviv in order to deter Israel from air strikes against the Egyptian heartland.



Since it would be irrational for Egypt to go to war without this equipment, any evidence to the contrary could be safely ignored.

The intelligence community was so convinced by this analysis that in some cases they stopped even looking for contrary evidence. Israel had, at great danger and expense, installed wiretaps on Egypt’s major communication lines. Activating these wiretaps risked their detection, but would allow for much greater confidence about Egypt’s plans for war. On October 1st General Zeira, confident in his assessment of war’s impossibility, refused to turn them on, leaving Israel blind to the attack.


“What do these ‘special means’ exist for,” asked an exasperated Ben-Porat, “if not for situations like the one we’re facing?” “The situations you see,” replied Zeira, “are not the ones I see.”



But contrary to “The Concept”, Egypt’s decision to invade was not irrational, although it was ultimately unsuccessful. While they had no way of conquering Israel, or even the entire Sinai desert, they planned to establish a beachhead just a few miles past the Suez Canal and counter Israeli air superiority with existing ground-based air defenses. The goal of this limited offensive was essentially political in nature. A defeat of the Israelis, even a limited one, would be a major political coup and force Israel to the bargaining table. Despite the fact that the Yom Kippur war was a military victory for the Israelis, the shock of the initial assault was enough for Egypt to achieve its political aims.

Lessons:

Phillip Tetlock claims that experts who view the world through a single theory perform worse than those who attempt to synthesize many small pieces of information into a coherent whole. This failure is a good example as to how this occurs. General Zeira and his organization were unable to incorporate new information, because doing so would require uprooting their theory and replacing it with a new one. Any single piece of contrary information could be, and was, explained away to avoid this paradigm shift. A less theory-based view of the world can adapt to contrary evidence more easily and accurately.

Another failure was that “The Concept” was heavily based on the assumption of Egyptian  rationality. As long as they could “prove” that it was irrational for Egypt to attack, they did not need to consider any other evidence. It feels correct to assume that other agents will attempt to act in their best interests and avoid irrationally harming you, but this is a dangerous assumption, even if they are in fact rational. The rationality you assume will always be based on the strategic theories you can attribute to others - but it is axiomatically impossible to consider strategies that you haven’t thought of. Treating others as somewhat irrational forces you to build slack into your plans and allows you to adapt when others behave unexpectedly.

Why Was “The Concept” So Strongly Held?

It is not uncommon for organizations to become irrationally enamored with a theory. But there were many points where General Zeira could have backed down, or at least tried to explore other possibilities. Instead he resolutely held firm in his belief until the very end.

In May 1973 very similar evidence was observed and General Zeira, in his first major test as Head of Intelligence, stood firm against mobilization. He was overruled and the reserves were called up, but no attack came.


Half a year after Zeira took over the intelligence branch, his analytical abilities and nerves were put to the test. Unprecedented movement was detected of Egyptian forces to the canal front. Generally reliable intelligence assets reported Sadat’s intention to go to war in mid-May. As the date approached, Cairo placed its army on alert and expeditionary forces arrived from Iraq, Algeria, and other Arab countries. Libya sent a squadron of Mirages capable of reaching Israeli air bases. The IDF went onto alert status—code-named Blue-White.

…

Zeira emerged from the Blue-White episode with his reputation, and his self-confidence, greatly enhanced. With alarm bells going off all around him and the nation’s fate at stake, he had coolly maintained throughout the crisis that the probability of war was “very low.” Even senior analysts on his staff challenged his assessment but he stuck to it, unperturbed.

…

Zeira had proven right but for the wrong reasons. Sadat [Egypt’s leader] had indeed been ready to go to war but Assad [Syria’s leader] asked for a postponement in order to await armaments from the Soviet Union, particularly new T-62 tanks and SAM-6 missiles.



This was reasonable evidence against war later in the year, but General Zeira took it much further. His successful prognostication was used as a way to dismiss contrary opinions.


Information accumulated by Ben-Porat in the coming hours increased his suspicion that the Egyptians were up to something even though the exercise did not seem to be developing into a cross-canal attack this day. Failing to get Zeira on the phone, he spoke to Shalev [Zeira’s deputy] and voiced his belief that the warning was significant. Shalev reminded him that he said the same thing during the Blue-White alert in the spring. “You’re wrong this time too,” Shalev said.



However, the larger problem was that General Zeira started to see his role as the voice against mobilization.


“Yoel, listen well. I don’t permit you to think about mobilizing even a fraction of a reservist. It is intelligence’s job to safeguard the nation’s nerves, not to drive the public crazy, not to undermine the economy.”



Seeing himself in that role impacted his analytic capabilities as an intelligence leader. His analysis was presented as predigested bullet points rather than explaining the entire chain of reasoning.


Eli Zeira’s assessments, by contrast, were punchy but often short on relevant background. “From a logical point of view it would be a mistake for Egypt to launch a war,” was one of his standard lines, without spelling out what Sadat’s logic might be. “We know with certainty that he [Sadat] is afraid [of war].” “Assad knows what his limitations are and the Syrians are aware of Israel’s strategic superiority.”



As a leader of the “no war” faction, he went so far as to mislead others to protect his position.


Twice during the week he [the Chief of Staff] asked Zeira if the “special means” had been activated. He was given to understand that they were. In fact, they weren’t. Zeira had rejected pleas from his own staff to activate the listening devices and he did not hesitate to mislead the chief of staff about it. Zeira was acting as if he, not Elazar [the Chief of Staff], was the ultimate decision maker. His extraordinary behavior meant that the “special means,” which had been devised as a wake-up call in the event of an enemy attack, were being used instead to put the IDF to sleep.



Lessons:

On a personal level, Zeira’s failures illustrate what Julia Galef calls the “soldier mindset”, where you seek to defend your preconceived position, as opposed to the “scout mindset” where you diligently search for the truth. A “scout” would be eager to surface contrary evidence, along with their rationale for discounting it. A “soldier” would try and hide these inconvenient facts out of fear of losing the debate.

It is impossible to completely avoid “soldiers” in your decision-making process, but there are ways to mitigate the damage done to a collaborative process.

One way is to limit  the factionalization which can intensify this problem. Israeli high command had to go from a spectrum of opinion on Egypt’s readiness for war, to a single decision about mobilizing the reserves. Once that binary question was placed, it divided the decision makers into opposing camps and contributed to some of this “soldier” mindset. This is a potential danger of “making beliefs pay rent”. This view says that theories about the world should be subjected to falsifiable tests early on. Things like prediction markets should be valorized while the vague blather of pundits like Thomas Friedman should be derided. However, premature predictions can also be dangerous. Early theories, based on limited evidence, are likely to be incorrect in various ways. An early predictive failure can cause a largely correct, but unrefined, theory to be discarded, while a lucky guess can cause a bad theory to gain unfair prominence. There is a trade-off here: a wishy washy worldview which never makes predictions is useless, but a rigid theory which predicts a few things and then goes off the rails can be actively dangerous.

Even if you strike the right balance and avoid premature decisions you will still reach a point where you must make the choice. After the war Israel set up a unit to act as a Devil’s advocate and question the accepted dogmas. This team can simulate the benefit of “scouts” by acting as “soldiers” for finding flaws in the prevailing consensus.

Why Was “The Concept” So Attractive?

Rabinovich does not discuss why General Zeira and Israeli intelligence were so enamored with this theory and obviously any explanation is speculative. “The Concept” had three key features which could have contributed to its popularity.


	
Deeply embedded in the Israeli psyche was, and still is, the fear of being “driven to the sea” by the much larger nations around them. When they were told of the actual, more limited Egyptian plans, it did not resonate emotionally like the fear of a war of annihilation.



	
“The Concept” stroked the Israeli ego: there was no need to fear because Israel was so technologically superior. Rejecting “The Concept” required rejecting the belief in Israel’s technological dominance - a belief that had been resoundingly affirmed by the Six Day War just six years earlier.



	
“The Concept” asserted that when Egypt was finally ready for war it would be due to factors outside Israel’s control. When the Soviets gave Egypt the required weaponry it would be necessary to prepare for a sudden war, but there was nothing Israel could realistically do to stop that.





Put together, “The Concept” hit the key emotional notes of a successful argument; Your deepest fears are well-grounded, but you are strong and powerful enough to overcome them, and if these fears do come to pass it won’t be your fault.

The natural tendency is to search for flaws in those theories which are most emotionally dissonant while seeking to defend those which align with your emotional inclinations. It is hard, but necessary, to introspect and do the exact opposite.

Why Was The Surprise Attack So Costly?

Even with the Egyptian attack coming as a complete shock it shouldn’t have been so devastating to Israel.

In the Six Day War, Israel captured the Sinai desert which added an extra 150 miles of distance between Egypt and Israel. Rabinovich argues, echoing claims of some Israeli leaders at the time, that this could have been used as a buffer zone to alleviate the pressure of a shock invasion. Israel could have engaged Egyptian forces deeper into the Sinai desert with room for maneuver. Since large-scale troop movements into the Sinai would be an inarguable act of war, mobilization could take place while Egypt was bogged down crossing the Sinai.

[image: ]

Instead Israel aimed to prevent an Egyptian advance across the Suez Canal. A series of forts, called the Bar Lev line, would stop any Egyptian advance, with tank and air support if necessary to clean up any units which made it through.

This decision was rooted in the culture of Israel’s military. By necessity, they had an ethos of giving no ground and rapidly taking the fight to the enemy. This makes sense when the enemy border is only a few miles from your major cities but makes less sense when there is a vast desert separating the two countries.

As Rabinovich puts it


“The debate over the Bar-Lev Line reflected the paradox of Israeli military planning. Because of Israel’s narrow boundaries, it was basic IDF doctrine before the Six Day War that in the event of war the fighting must be carried swiftly onto enemy territory. That war had pushed the cease-fire line into Sinai, 150 miles from Israel’s border, but doctrine had not been changed to reflect this fact.

…

But by drawing a political line in the sand at the farthest edge of Sinai, Israel was waiving the major military asset it had won in the Six Day War—strategic depth. With a broad desert to fall back into, the “no enemy gain” formula meant that the Israeli forces on the canal would be fighting with the same back-to-the-wall stubbornness as if defending Israel’s heartland.”



By refusing to adapt their culture to the new strategic realities Israel was keeping itself in the same dangerous position it had been in before the Six Day War. These forts ended up being ineffective and in the early days of the war Israel suffered many casualties trying to rescue their surrounded garrisons.

Lessons:

There were rational military and political reasons behind the decision on the Bar-Lev line. There were reasons to explain how the strategy which fit the existing doctrine happened to also be the best strategy for the new strategic reality. However, these rationales were not the actual reason for the strategy. Instead the existing, deep-rooted culture was exerting its influence on the decision making. You see this happen often in the business world. Large companies try to imitate the agility of startup competitors but are undermined by a deep seated bureaucratic culture; startups try to enter regulated spaces but are undermined by their “move fast and break things” mentality.

Plans which seek to go against the prevailing culture need to recognize this fact and actively work to subvert the culture to its aims. Plans which ignore culture instead find themselves undermined in strange and mysterious ways.

Why Couldn’t Israel Adapt?

Finally we can ask the question of why Israel was unable to adapt their culture to the new strategic realities. The Six Day War had vastly changed the landscape of the region, but Israel’s strategy remained the same but more so.

In 1973, Israel viewed the Arab armies as fundamentally incompetent and incapable of doing any damage and so felt no need to adapt. For example, when confronted with evidence that Egyptian commandos were infiltrating behind their lines, they were dismissive:


They examined the footprints and concluded that they had been made by standard Israeli army boots. “If I were an Egyptian scout, I would use that kind of boot,” said Ashkenazi. The trackers laughed. “Do you think they’re that clever?” “Why not?” asked Ashkenazi. Twice more in the coming days he would find footprints along the route.



Another illustration of this complacency was the Israeli military’s plan for a preemptive strike. The established doctrine was that Israeli intelligence would give advance notice before a war, and Israel would launch an air strike to disrupt the initial assault. This strategy had worked brilliantly during the Six Day War and the military saw no reason to change it. Despite the failures of the intelligence community, they still had enough time before the Yom Kippur War to strike first. The civilian leadership, under pressure from the Americans, rejected the plan. The Six Day War had fundamentally changed their position in the region. Instead of being a tiny nation under imminent existential threat, they were a regional power trying to hold on to territorial gains. The political leeway which existed six years earlier was now gone, and the military had failed to adapt with it.

Learning from failure is difficult but learning from success can be nearly impossible. After the Six Day War the Egyptians learned lessons and adapted their war aims to more achievable goals. Israel was only able to adapt after the initial shock of the Yom Kippur War.

Lessons:

Understanding that success breeds complacency should fundamentally change the way you make plans. As Mike Tyson famously said “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth”.  Getting punched is inevitable and true adaptation can only happen once the punch happens.

If the initial punch can be blunted the organization can survive the initial shock. If it isn’t, the organization may collapse before it can properly react.

Interesting Side Bars:

While reading there were some stories from the war which did not fit neatly into the five whys analysis but were too interesting to leave out.

Egypt’s Double Deception:

Egypt’s war plans required convincing Israel that no attack was coming, but it had the opposite problem with its Syrian ally:


Sadat’s most brazen deception was of his ally, Syria. A two-front war against Israel was basic to any Arab strategy. However, Sadat and Syrian leader Hafez al-Assad had different goals. Assad aimed at taking back the Golan by force. But he would not risk war unless assured that Egypt would wage a campaign that would tie down most of Israel’s military. Sadat, however. planned only a limited campaign.



A consequence of this deception was that Syria, which was under attack in the north, asked Egypt to actually execute the offensive they had promised. Egypt’s initial attack had been much more successful than anticipated and so they agreed. This advance exposed them to the Israeli air force and ended up leading to their eventual defeat.

Why Yom Kippur was Chosen for the invasion.


One of the days within the optimal crossing period in October was Yom Kippur. It struck the Egyptian planners as fortuitous. Israeli reservists, they knew, were mobilized during emergencies by having unit code names broadcast on radio. On Yom Kippur, however, radio and television in Israel were shut down. The selection of D-day would be left to Sadat and Assad but the planners put a circle around October 6, Yom Kippur, noting its special advantage.

Yom Kippur, however, was the worst possible Arab choice. In the absence of radio, Israel had other ways of mobilizing its reserves—couriers, for instance. Unlike any other day in the year, it is certain on Yom Kippur where virtually every reservist in the country can be found—at his home or at a synagogue in walking distance. The total absence of traffic on this day would enable couriers to speedily reach the reservists and the reservists themselves to quickly reach their bases.



The Fate of the Egyptian Spy


Ashraf Marwan became a billionaire businessman based in London. When his identity was revealed in a book published in England in 2002, which echoed Zeira’s contention that he was a double agent, Marwan was hailed in Egypt as a national hero who had fooled Israel. Ex-Mossad chief Zamir threatened to bring Zeira to court for violating a basic code of the intelligence community by revealing Marwan’s identity to journalists. When the matter was brought to a retired Supreme Court judge for arbitration, he ruled in Zvi Zamir’s favor, indirectly confirming that Marwan was an Israeli spy, not a double agent. Shortly afterward, Marwan fell to his death from the balcony of his luxury apartment in London. A witness reported seeing two men “of Mediterranean appearance” looking down from a balcony at the body. Israeli historian Uri Bar-Joseph, who would write a book on the Marwan episode, suggests that the finding by an Israeli judge of repute meant that Egyptian authorities could no longer avoid the conclusion that Marwan had indeed been an Israeli spy. British police would make no finding about whether his death was a suicide or murder.



Jordan’s Half-Hearted War

Jordan desperately wanted to avoid the war but politically could not stay completely out of it. The compromise, carefully coordinated with the Americans and Israelis, was that they would send a token force of tanks in a support role.


Kissinger asked Israel not to attack the brigade. The unit, he said, would not fight “but just stand there.” In his memoirs, Kissinger would write that “only in the Middle East is it conceivable that a belligerent would ask an adversary’s approval for engaging in an act of war against it.”








Three Years in Tibet by Ekai Kawaguchi

Here's the thing. I really want to write about a certain book, written by a very knowledgeable scholar I deeply respect, that details his three years in one of the world's most isolated countries. But I fear that the moment I mention the name of the country is the moment I lose almost everyone that might take interest, because the country was something of a cause-celebre a few years back. Everyone talked about it and everyone has already formed an opinion, which they still remember but no longer care for. So I'll taboo the name of the country, and other compromising information, until the very end.

The author is a religious authority, someone not unlike Saint Simeon the Stylite. His dedication comes from a source not of this world, and he clearly plays a different game than most of us. He’s less than stellar player at this game; although he is a man of truly astounding mercy, charity and wisdom, at around page 300 (or, a year into the journey) he finally breaks down and from then on freely calls most people around him unwashed savages.

This is his main quarrel with them, the lack of washing. He seems to me to be someone who truly enjoys hygiene, and tidiness in general. You know, the type of person who is very satisfied when everything is in its place, who watches railwaymen working on the tracks to help the traffic flow smoothly and feels like this is the very height of human battle against entropy. But he happens to be around a people whose faces glitter with mud:

"In the course of the twelve months that I lived there, I only twice saw a person wash himself, the washing being confined even then to the face and neck. Such being the case, the native’s skin all over the body has on it a peculiarly repulsive shine of polished dirt, so to say."

A year later and he still hasn't gotten over it:

"[They] are not at all inclined to be diligent—indeed they are as a rule as lazy as they can be. The fact that they are very dirty in their habits seems to come from this their national weakness of being extremely and eternally idle."

And:

"It is a sickening sight! Why do they not wash their bodies? Because they have a superstitious belief that it wipes off happiness to wash the body."

This is the prose of a man whose suffering is more physical than mental. The sometimes intense disgust has a tendency to overshadow his exposition on the natives, so be warned if you like your anthropologists to sanitize such details or at least feel guilty about not enjoying them, like Daniel Everett in his book about the Piraha people. It might all be a bit too much.

So what else does he have to say?

I.

He mostly just talks about what he did there, which maybe is the only honest way of relating such voyages. His entry into the inaccessible country involves a few months' journey alone through dried out, desertous mountain plateau. There are a few highlights, of which I will mention one.

So one day, he had no water or food, and there was a snowstorm about. Because of starvation, he moved only very slowly, being constantly pushed to the ground by the wind. There was no one alive in sight. The world around him was just snow. (Maybe this is how noclip feels like?) He has realized that he is in a place where there is no one in a twenty kilometers' radius to contact, and he will probably die there. He had his two sheep to keep company. He resolved to spend his last days (and it will take days – starvation does not do overtime) praying, for which he sat with his two sheep on his side. He felt deeply. He was curled up in the snow with his sheep, who have obviously realized the gravity of their situation, but were too worried and cold to move. They all clinged to each other to keep warm. It was getting darker.

"My poor sheep! They crept close to me and lay there in the snow, emitting occasionally their gentle cry, which I thought had never sounded sadder. Nor had I ever felt so lonely as I did then. [...] I began to feel that my power of sensation was gradually deserting me."

What I want to convey, but will fail, is that I think this is the very height of human experience, something completely irreplicable, something that will take your bones and push them against the wall like a ragdoll, and you won't feel a thing. This is not your ayahuasca-at-Burning Man kind of night. It was so excellent that it wasn't even transformative; after that night, he was more or less the same person, just glad to have stayed alive. I won't say more; I believe those first sections of the book are a masterpiece of performance, far too good to be thrown about and paraded by my lazy, inaccurate words.

Eventually he manages to get into something like a city, where he's recognized by the natives as a priest of their religion, much surpassing them in his dedication to the Lord, and treated accordingly. Throughout, he has been lying to them that he is of a different nationality, one that is legally permitted in contact with them, and no one ever called him out because no one knows enough foreign languages to test him.

"The [pastor] was apparently interested by my explanation, and asked me where I had come from. I said I was a [Canadian] priest. The [pastor] thereupon spoke to me in [English], which he seemed to understand a little. I told him that his [Canadian] was the [English] dialect, which I could not understand, and so our conversation was held in [Inuit]. He then produced some [prayers] and made me read them, and until I had satisfied him in this connexion he did not believe in my being a [Canadian]."

I changed the context, of course, but that's the gist of it.

His situation would probably be more difficult had he only his religion to offer; but he is also a bit of a doctor, having briefly studied medicine in his native land, and so becomes the best doctor in the land. After some more cruising, he gets enrolled at a monastery in the country's capital as a novice, and also builds up a medical practice. It turns out wildly successful, to the point where he becomes a minor celebrity, and has an audience with the [Chief] of [Inuitland], the--

II.

I'm getting tired of this charade. He has an audience with Thubten Gyatso, the 13th Dalai Lama. Our author describes him thusly:

"The Dalai Lama looks very brave. His eye-brows are very high, and he is very keen-eyed. Once a Chinese phrenologist remarked that the Tibetan Pope would bring about war one day, to the great disturbance of the country, for though brave-looking, he had an unlucky face. Whether the prophesy comes true or not, he really looks the very man of whose face a phrenologist would be sure to say something."

See if you agree:

[image: ]

Our author is quite impressed by the Dalai Lama, who he acknowledges is in a bit of a pickle -- five Dalai Lamas before him have been murdered as children -- and so has had to develop a cautious, shrewd personality, to handle his scheming subjects. And everyone who is anyone in Tibet schemes. Gone are the lofty ideals of Buddhism. Mostly everyone has gotten into this job just to get paid, and if you manage to become a landed priest (usually done by inheritance along patron-client lines) you do your best to oppress the """free"""-men you have a hold over, motivating everyone to try and get an education in the sacred doctrines of the Dharma so they have a better chance at avoiding crippling debt.

The reality Kawaguchi Ekai (our author) describes is nothing short of dystopic. It is worse than anything the left thinks Jeff Bezos wants. Yes, everyone is dirty, unhealthy, illiterate etc., as you expect in a pre-modern society, but they also literally eat shit:[image: ]

"The mere mention of the real nature of this second series of so-called medicines, would, instead of curing the people of other countries, infallibly make them sick, as the essential ingredients are nothing less than the excreta, both liquid and solid, of the Grand Lama or other high priests. These are mixed with other substances and are made into pills, which are gilded over and sometimes colored red. These pills, known under the name of Tsa Chen-norpu (precious balls) are not on sale, they being accessible to ordinary people only through some powerful influence, and even then only by paying for them a large sum of money. The Tibetan is glad, however, to procure these pills at any cost, for he is under a fond delusion that they possess a most effective curative power. They are kept as something like a family treasure, and are used as the last resort, when all other means of treatment have failed. When, by some accident, a patient despaired of by doctors recovers after he has been dosed with a few of the ‘precious pills,’ the people of course extol their merit to the skies; while if he dies, his case is regarded as having been beyond cure, and the pills remain therefore the object of undiminished faith. To do justice to this superstition, I ought to add that the common Tibetans are kept entirely in the dark as to the ingredients of the pills; they are taken as medicines prepared by the Grand Lama himself according to a certain secret formula, and the shocking secret is known only to a select few, who are entitled to attend the Dalai Lama’s court."

What this fun (which we're having; I think Kawaguchi is just coping) might overshadow, is his coverage of the inner workings of Tibetan administration, a scheme that is maximal in its dysfunction. As I said before, most people strive to become monks, because staying on land reduces to waiting for the first natural disaster that will leave you indebted for life, all the while reaping the fruits of an agriculture whose yield per hectare is 5% that of contemporaneous India and 2% of France (Kawaguchi's figures, if I haven’t made any mistakes in unit conversions). But almost all monks end up poor as well; to get promoted is to get a good spot in an informal patronage network, which usually requires high birth and in that case is almost guaranteed anyway. In the end, everyone is poor, and no one is working the fields.

It is near impossible to investigate such a private society, but Kawaguchi manages, because of two factors. One is an extremely effective Schelling point he shares with the Tibetans, his Buddhist faith. The other is his sheer force of personality, as well as intelligence; he learns modern Tibetan, then Classical Tibetan furiously, with a zeal we in the 21st century find nowhere. (He still judges himself to be only half as dilligent as expat monks from Mongolia.) Note that the first one only works because of the second one. Kawaguchi comes from the Obaku school of Japanese Zen, which is not completely orthogonal to Tibetan Buddhism, but can be only shown similar by someone whose understanding of both is foundational and effortless. It is like a mathematician who bridges Bayesian statistics and algebraic topology. If you're unconvinced, consider that he's also done the English translation of his book mostly himself (with help from two Japanese friends). I wouldn’t have guessed it on my own.

By way of example, witness Kawaguchi on one of the anthropological staples, the wedding ceremony:

"The people who have come to see the bride off and those who have come to receive her all go on horseback, and on their way to the bridegroom’s house six banquets altogether are given by the relatives of the bride and of the bridegroom. Those who have come to see the bride off give three banquets at three different points on the road, and those who have come to welcome her give three similar banquets. Sometimes the banquets are given at places two miles apart, and sometimes three, as the case may be, and after the sixth banquet has duly taken place, the gate of the bridegroom’s house is at last reached by the wedding procession. In these banquets, however nobody drinks anything to excess, because every one is impressed with the fact that he has been entrusted with the very important duty of taking the bride in safety to the house of the bridegroom, and so the others, recognising the situation, never press any one to drink to excess. As a rule, it is customary in Tibet to press one’s guests to eat the dainties which have been set before them, while for the guests it is considered very impolite to taste such dainties immediately; to do so without a great deal of pressure is to be as vulgar as a Chinaman. The banquets are given by the friends of the bride and bridegroom at the houses of their friends or at their own, but on the whole it is more usual to have tents erected at convenient places in fields on the way to the bridegroom’s house, and to entertain the wedding procession there."

We have only recently came -- after years of post-structuralist malaise -- to return in our ethnography to this kind of clarity, and this turn couldn't have come sooner.[image: ]

III.

In the end, Kawaguchi had to run away from Lhasa, incognito, as his identity as a Japanese was finally discovered. At that time, Japan didn't have a negative reputation in Tibet -- it didn't have a reputation there at all -- but Tibetans pursued a policy of complete isolation, and were probably humiliated by being duped for so long, so he had to go.

Some of his friends got in trouble for this, and he closes off his book summarizing his attempts to stop them being tortured in Tibetan jail. He did it by getting the king of Nepal (a major player in the region) to intervene of their behalf. The kind of charisma he pulls off is something probably little known to most of us who never got acquainted with eg. the art of bargaining at a market, but it is so wildly successful that it made me wonder if I'm not leaving out half of the human experience by refusing to learn it. It's probably true.

There's definitely an antiquarian flavor to the book, particularly when discussing minutiae of Tibetan foreign policy circa 1890s, which I don't think would matter even to his English readers of the time, most of which were probably of a more mystical bent than Kawaguchi himself. (This was published by the Theosophical Society, after all.) But it is far more modern than it could be, and it is modern because it is direct. Here I come to what, for me, is the biggest reason to read this thing.

There's a trope, on Scott's blog, about charismatic adventurers who bend the world to their will; see eg. his review of Herbert Hoover's biography. The implication is that most of us are not like that; we would only get lost in these situations, and would probably act by acting out, dumbly. Kawaguchi also constantly does awe-inspiring feats, but he is not imposing. On the contrary, he is essentially weak and alone. He constantly evades trouble by inviting it; for example, when being robbed:

"It is a rule among the robbers of Tibet that, having taken all they want, they should give their victim enough food for some three days, provided that the latter read the Texts and ask for food. I thought I would follow this custom, and I said that I possessed in my breast-cloth a silver pagoda, containing relics of Buḍḍha, which Mr. Ḍhammapāla of India had asked me to present to the Dalai Lama, and which I did not wish to lose. The highwaymen at once wanted to know if I could not give it to them, and I replied that if they wanted it I would give it, but that as a layman could not keep it properly, they must expect some misfortune as a punishment for their sacrilege.

So saying, I produced the pagoda and invited them to open it. This was probably more than they expected. They would not even touch it, but asked me to place it upon their heads with my benediction. I held the pagoda over their heads and, reciting the three Refuges and Five Commandments of Buḍḍha, prayed that their sins might be extinguished by the merit of Ḍharma."

Such 'weak methods' require us to pay attention constantly, unconsciously, to never be disconnected from the world, but always catch the slightest twitch of the muscle on your assailant's face. Only then do you have enough information to make courageous split-second decisions. Then you can just go to Nepal and hustle your way to the King to make him run your private errands. It takes hard work to learn to act like this. Maybe it's not worth it for you, or maybe it is. Myself, I have not been very good at attaining this ability.[image: ]

You can get “Three Years in Tibet” for free from Project Gutenberg.






Trans: When Ideology Meets Reality by Helen Joyce

“Are you male or female at the airport?” asks the TSA agent.

“Excuse me?” I say.

“Are you male or female at the airport?”

“My driver’s license still says male,” I say.

“Thank you,” he says before using his blue rubber gloves to tenderly rub my chest.

“Thank you,” I say.

This TSA agent is a believer in gender self-identification. That what I am at the airport is a matter of what I declare myself to be at the airport. And if by the time the plane is in the air, I declare myself to be something else, well then that is what I become. Nobody can know my gender better than I do, because gender only describes one’s internal sense of self.

This doesn’t mean that gender is unimportant. Our society is organized around gender. The TSA agent asked the question because the answer mattered for what happened next. If I had declared myself female, it would have been inappropriate and unacceptable for him to screen me. A female TSA agent would instead have been given that responsibility. Though my gender is determined internally, the external world has a duty to respond to it appropriately.

Helen Joyce would take a different approach to TSA pat downs. Were she to don the blue button-up and golden badge, she would skip the “are you male or female at the airport” question. She doesn’t need to ask because she already knows. She sees my stature and how I move. She hears my voice. And despite my long hair and adorable blouse, she effortlessly codes me as male. It’s not that I don’t look good, but eons of evolutionary programming are difficult to defeat. “Good afternoon. One moment please,” she would say, before going to fetch a male screener.



The central idea of Joyce’s Trans, When Ideology Meets Reality concerns the doctrine of gender self-identification. The idea that people should count as men or women according to how they feel and what they declare. Joyce argues that this idea is wrong. She encourages us to understand the movie The Matrix as an extended allegory for the doctrine of gender identity. (After the film’s release, sibling directors Lana and Lily Wachowski both transitioned from male to female.)

Most people in The Matrix experience a reality like our own. Yet, a small number know something. They aren’t sure exactly how they know it, but they can tell something is wrong. They find others like themselves, and eventually discover that they are trapped in a prison for their minds. By taking a pill, they can escape this false reality, and finally understand who they really are.

Just like the characters couldn’t perceive their true self within the confines of The Matrix, one cannot know their true gender through observation of the material world. The most salient aspects of gender can only be understood through introspection. We know gender identity exists for similar reasons that we know consciousness exists. Namely, that we feel it within our minds, or at least many people do. If you don’t personally experience a gender identity, it does not mean you don’t have one. Often, it is only when our gender identities clash with our external physical and social existences that they enter the foreground of our minds.



Joyce is skeptical of this story. When we identify with a particular gender, what exactly are we identifying with? Are we identifying with specific body parts or specific cultural rituals? If so, why shouldn’t these physical and social phenomena be viewed as the basis of sex and gender? Why should gender identity be given precedence?

Conversely, if gender identity refers to nothing in the physical world, why should it have implications for how we interact with one another? If gender is purely internal, why is identifying as a “woman” any more meaningful than identifying as a “wixnoid?” Why are two people with similar gender identities more alike than say, two people that both have wombs?

When trans people say they identify with a gender, they often seem to be referring to a personal affinity for specific gendered stereotypes. For example, transgender wunderkind, Jazz Jennings, begins her illustrated memoir by saying that she has always loved pink. What, to her, is the significance of this fact? Is liking pink evidence for her being a girl? Are boys not allowed to like pink? According to Joyce, that often is the insinuation. In fact, when the prospect of a gay son has been thought to be especially dreadful, some socially conservative families have resorted to a peculiar open-mindedness about gender. In Iran, thousands of gay men have been pressured by the government into having sex changes. Similar treatment of both gay men and women occurred in apartheid South Africa.

More commonly, trans activists see no issue with boys liking pink. To them, the notion that gender identities can be decoupled with anything in the real world is a feature, not a bug. Historically, gender roles have been arbitrary, burdensome, stifling, and unfair. But strong rigid gender roles aren’t possible in a world where we can effortlessly hop between countless gender identities. In this way, gender identity theories can be seen as an intellectual pathway towards a post gender world.



Joyce thinks this is dangerous idealism. There are biological realities that separate men and women. Female bodies bring unique risks and unique burdens. Pretending that sex doesn’t exist does not make it so and can be actively harmful. She argues that, in recent years, British and American society has become deluded by the ideology of gender identity, and has rejiggered their institutions accordingly.  Increasingly, sex-segregated facilities and organizations define sex using self-identification. This has extended not just to restrooms, but also to prisons, homeless shelters, and sport associations.

Outside of the internet, nearly everybody is supportive of preserving sex-segregation in certain contexts. Implicit in that support is the belief that for certain spaces, integration could pose safety risks or violate people’s privacy. Joyce argues that if we change the basis of sex-segregation to something that doesn’t make any sense, these are the exact harms that we will start incurring. Moreover, these harms will be most pronounced for vulnerable groups, like women and children, who are at greater risk of sexual assault.

Joyce believes that basing sex-segregation on self-identification is almost as bad as ending sex-segregation altogether. She repeatedly invokes the image of a convicted male sex offender with a crewcut strolling into a woman’s locker room, ogling everyone, and then claiming to “be a lady” whenever someone asks him to leave. But Joyce’s trans-exclusionary perspective goes beyond these scenarios. In her view, even trans women who underwent full medical transition should have to “explain their situation” and “ask for forbearance” to use female facilities (page 297). That is, unless they can pass as women, in which case, there is no practical means of stopping them from entering the “wrong” spaces.

Joyce has a similar take with respect to trans women seeking to participate in women’s sports. The entire basis of gendered sport leagues was to account for male physical advantages. Joyce describes the science behind why men dominate women in athletic competition. Women’s bodies, including their body fat percentage and hip structure, are evolutionarily optimized for bearing children. This leads women to have systematic physical disadvantages in nearly every sporting performance category. Joyce argues that even for trans women who medically transition after puberty, most of these advantages are preserved. And for trans women who identify as women while maintaining their natural testosterone levels, the male-advantage remains fully intact. This is another example of self-identification effectively undermining the benefits of sex-segregation. Again, the victims are almost always women, who are denied the glory of victory or sometimes even the opportunity to compete.



A separate focus of the book is a critique of pediatric gender medicine. Joyce covers the “desistance” literature, which shows that, when left untreated, most children with gender dysphoria eventually grow out of it. However, it’s becoming less common for gender dysphoric kids to be left untreated. Many of them socially transition, sometimes at very young ages. If the dysphoria persists to early adolescence, the professional standards of care recommend using drugs to suppress the onset of puberty. By age 16, the child can start receiving cross-sex hormones. Joyce is concerned that the long-term effects of this protocol are insufficiently studied. Moreover, the results of cross-sex hormone therapy are dramatic, particularly when started at young ages, and can lead to permanent loss in fertility.

People see puberty blockers as a moderate intervention for transgender youth because the physical effects are reversible. If kids change their minds, they can stop taking the pills, and experience the natural puberty corresponding to their natal sex. However, Joyce cites evidence showing this to be rare.

A UK study of 44 patients, aged 12 to 15, found that all but one recipient of puberty blockers eventually progressed towards receiving cross-sex hormone therapy. Joyce interprets these results, in combination with the desistance literature, as showing that puberty blockers cause persistence. Joyce believes that if the kids in this study were left alone, they would have grown out of their gender dysphoria. Instead, these children are subjected to a cascade of interventions, ending in surgery, and often leading them to become a life-long trans person. Joyce is unimpressed by the literature showing that children subjected to this protocol grow up to be highly functioning adults. In her view, they could have just as easily been highly functioning cisgender adults, spared the burden of rough surgeries and with their fertility intact.



Contrary to the cover blurb given by Richard Dawkins, Trans is not a “thoroughly researched” book. The book has no footnotes, which makes fact-checking Joyce’s claims an arduous process. It’s also difficult to verify if she is addressing certain lines of evidence, because the book has no index. There is a “further reading” section, but I sometimes struggled to find where she was getting her information, even after going through each listed reference for the entire chapter.

This might be forgivable if we could trust Joyce to be consistently forthright. Yet, Joyce betrays our trust as a reader by making verifiably false claims. For example, here is how Joyce introduces Harry Benjamin, an important figure in the history of transgender medicine:


“Harry Benjamin, a German endocrinologist who had invited Hirschfeld for a speaking tour of the US shortly before Lili Elbe’s death, had started his career as an out-and-out quack. He arrived in New York in 1913 as the assistant of a swindler selling the ‘turtle treatment’, a fake tuberculosis vaccine. That fraud was exposed, and Benjamin moved on to touting testosterone supplements and vasectomy as anti-ageing treatments.”’

-Trans, page 20



I had never heard this about Harry Benjamin before. I looked through her “further reading” section but could not find any support for her characterization of Benjamin’s early career.

The most detailed version of this history that I could find was in the The Sexual Century by Ethel Spector Person. Benjamin graduated with a medical doctorate from the University of Tübingen, a prestigious German university. His doctoral dissertation was focused on the treatment of tuberculosis. He was encouraged by Carl Ludwig Schleichm, a famous German physician, to go to work for Friedrich Franz Friedmann, who supposedly had developed a vaccine for tuberculosis.

Friedmann had developed the vaccine by passing strains of tuberculosis through turtles. Though the phrase “turtle treatment” might evoke snake oil, this is not a crazy idea. The vaccine for smallpox was synthesized by passing a milder-related disease through a cow. Inspired by this, early tuberculosis vaccine efforts involved attempting to pass the disease through animals, including rabbits, cows, and pigs. The early results from Friedmann’s vaccine looked so promising that he sold the U.S. rights for $2 million in 1913, which is more than $50 million in today’s dollars.

Benjamin accepted a job as Friedmann’s assistant and traveled to the United States to help introduce the medicine to the American market. Subsequent data did not show the vaccine to be effective. Friedmann asked Benjamin to “beautify” the results, but Benjamin resigned instead. Unable to provide findings that the vaccine was effective, the New York City Health Board shut down Friedmann’s clinic in 1913. Benjamin’s professional relationship with Friedmann lasted less than a year.

Joyce’s gloss on the above history is that Benjamin was an “out-and-out quack” whose “fraud” was exposed. I can see why that narrative is useful in her effort to portray transgender medicine as corrupt from the start. But it’s not true. Over the subsequent decades, Benjamin systemized transgender medicine, eventually publishing The Transsexual Phenomenon, a clinical treatment guide informed by extensive experience working with transgender populations. His core recommendation, that sometimes the best we can do is “adjust the body to the mind,” is still widely-accepted in contemporary clinical practice.



Joyce’s discussion routinely omits research that undermines her viewpoint. For example, she repeatedly asserts that allowing trans women access to female facilities would pose a safety risk to women. However, the only empirical research she provides to support this view is a reference to this report that found that 90% of “changing room sex attacks” happen in unisex changing rooms. The source article provides minimal detail on how this estimate was developed.

At least in the United States, there have been significant policy changes in this area. Famously, in 2016, the North Carolina Bathroom Bill required that people use restrooms based on the sex listed on their birth certificate. Many other areas have done the opposite, enacting trans-affirming bathroom regulations. Given these policy changes, you would think there would be some empirical research looking into whether public safety has been affected.

The best study I could find does exactly that by analyzing GIPANDOs. (I know what you’re thinking. Is it that hard to just say “gender identity inclusive public accommodations nondiscrimination ordinance?”) Between 1997 and 2015, a handful of Massachusetts localities began guaranteeing transgender people access to the sex-segregated facilities aligning with their gender identity. The researchers matched these localities to otherwise similar localities that had no such ordinances. Then, they compared rates of criminal incidents in restrooms over time between localities that adopted the ordinances and localities that did not. When localities started letting trans women use female restrooms, did bathrooms become more dangerous places?
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No, they didn’t. If anything, localities with trans-affirming policies experienced a more favorable trend in the number of criminal incidents within bathrooms. Let’s not over-state this evidence. It’s a good paper, but it’s just one paper. The authors note, bathroom crime is rare, and that makes it hard to detect a signal. They also don’t report any evidence on whether the policy changes even affected transgender bathroom use patterns. With respect to this paper, I am only confident about one thing. If this paper had shown an unfavorable result for trans-affirming bathroom policies, it definitely would have been featured in Joyce’s book.



I’m not surprised that Joyce covered the puberty blocker issue. It’s a standard topic within the trans-concern literature. However, it’s hard to see how this topic relates to the rest of her book. There is no obvious connection between the treatment protocol of trans children and gender self-identification. Moreover, many of Joyce’s concerns would, at least superficially, be resolved if more people transitioned before puberty. Absent a first male puberty, trans women would likely fit-in just fine playing women’s sports or serving time in female prisons. Young transitioners typically pass so well, Joyce would probably never even notice them. If anything, Joyce’s advocacy stance on puberty blockers seems in tension with most of her other concerns.

I think Joyce’s hostility to blockers is emblematic of her general indifference to the subjective well-being of trans people. I’ll make this point by referencing two studies that Joyce herself cites within her book. First, the famous Dhejne study that used administrative data to track all sex-reassigned persons in Sweden between the years 1973 and 2003. This is the best existing study for understanding the prognosis of transsexualism under historic treatment protocols. The prognosis is bad. Compared to general-population controls, the people who transitioned over this period had higher mortality, suicidal behavior, psychiatric morbidity, substance abuse, and crime rates. The effect sizes were large. Transgender people in this study were 19-times as likely to die from suicide.
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Now, let’s look at the Dutch puberty suppression study. There were 55 kids who were put through the protocol. Blockers at age ~14, hormones at age ~17, and surgery at age ~21. Like the Swedish study, the researchers compare the study participants to same-age controls from the general population. The study concludes that, post-treatment, well-being was “similar to or better than same-age young adults from the general population.

Imagine if you could go back in time, take those miserable transgender Swedes, and run them through the Dutch protocol? Could you transform a population with a 19x suicide risk into a psychologically normal population? For a moment, reflect on what a beautiful miracle that would be. Of course, it’s no sure thing. Maybe the Dutch kids were never going to be as unhappy as those Swedes. Or maybe that’s where they’re heading - the Swedish study had a much longer follow-up. Or maybe the best outcome would be if no one had transitioned in either study. The evidence on causal effects of gender transitions is so low-quality, that we honestly don’t know. Yet, a simple comparison of these two studies suggests that puberty blockers have the potential for a truly fantastical upside.

Moreover, Joyce’s “cascade of interventions'' hypothesis is essentially speculation. First, people who seek treatment for gender dysphoria are likely systematically different from people who do not, and those differences likely correlate with persistence. Moreover, the high desistance rates of gender dysphoric children on which Joyce’s argument depends upon are from studies of pre-pubescent children. As documented in the Slate Star Codex adversarial collaboration on child transitioning, many clinicians believe that gender identity starts to crystalize during puberty, which is why the guidelines advise against administering blockers before puberty starts. To my knowledge, there is no evidence suggesting that gender dysphoric 14 year-olds have high resistance rates, and both the Dutch and UK studies suggest the opposite.

I have my own kids. Sometimes, I wonder what I would do if my child had gender dysphoria and wanted to take drugs to suppress puberty. I think I would want to wait a bit, let them experience some of the effects of their natural puberty, and regularly check-in to see how they felt. The value of that information just seems too important to pass up altogether. But I wouldn’t want to wait too long and doom the prospect of them passing in their target gender. The decision for how long to wait would be a total nightmare because I wouldn’t know what to do. Also, my desire to make a thoughtful decision customized to my child’s circumstances would guarantee that idealogues on both sides would call me a child abuser.



Joyce claims that her book is not about trans people, but rather about the philosophy of self-identity and trans activism. Yet, Joyce makes many claims about the trans population. She curates stylized profiles and anecdotes about transgender people. Here are some excerpts to illustrate the types of trans-women that command Joyce’s focus (note: I’ve changed all the names):


	“Sarah tells him about the ‘robot man’ that ‘Chuck’ (her name pre-transition) constructed to enact his fantasy of vaginal penetration. It had a ‘penis’ made of a dildo, and an arm that could be manipulated to stroke his back.” (page 46)

	“Lisa has written that ‘sissy porn did make me trans’.” (page 69).

	Linda, a self-described ‘shemale’ escort whose personal ads boasted of ‘BIG bouncy 34E boobs’ and a ‘7-inch surprise,” did not have a GRC and was sent to a men’s prison.” (page 163)

	“Melissa is one of only one hundred or so prisoners in Scotland classified as so dangerous that his sentence is indefinite. He has held dirty protests, assaulted prison officers, slashed a cellmate’s face with a razor and bitten open his own veins to spray staff with blood.” (page 166)

	“Anna was convicted in July 2019 on ten counts of sexual assault, and one of cruelty to a child.” (page 242)

	“Aged seventeen, Wendy attacked another woman, trying to gouge out her eyes, ripping her eyelids and pulling out clumps of her hair.” (page 243)



Most people don’t personally know a trans person. That’s too bad, because knowing a trans person is very predictive of having a trans-affirming perspective on many issues. It matters even more than age, income, or education. Clearly, the trans folks that most people know are quite different from the colorful cast of characters that Joyce chooses to highlight.

[image: ]

For many of her readers, Joyce’s book will likely be their primary source of information about transgender people, and will probably lead such readers to adopt generally more regressive attitudes. Joyce might think trans people get a little too much love as it is, so maybe she is okay with that. However, many people actually have a more regressive attitude towards trans people than Joyce. Half of people think just being transgender is wrong. Roughly one-quarter don’t think trans people should be allowed to have children or be able to serve in the military.

And the policy environment here is very dynamic. Only since 2020 has the United States adopted a nationwide prohibition on employment discrimination against transgender people. Before January 2021, the United States had a blanket ban on transgender military service. In thirteen countries, being transgender is explicitly illegal. On all these policy questions, I suspect Joyce would take a trans-affirming position. Yet, her book is so loaded with anti-trans affect, that I suspect her impact will be to push people towards the anti-trans vote on every issue.



This book is about Trans identity. The Trans identity that I am most deeply familiar with is my own. So, I am going to close by talking about myself. From my earliest memories, I have always had a strong desire to be female. When I felt male, I felt bad. When I felt female, I felt good. I don’t know why these things caused me to feel good or bad. That’s just how I am built.

Day-to-day, I did not have much gender dysphoria. Mostly, it was concentrated in a handful of episodes. In those instances, I would feel furious at myself for having chosen to live the wrong life for so long. I imagined myself on my deathbed, regretting everything. “Chill out. Go to sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning,” I told myself. And I almost always did.

But, as these feelings kept recurring, I started wondering if my transition was just inevitable. As horrible as it would be to transition in my late-20s, what if not doing it just meant transitioning in my 40s? Or my 50s? I knew I wouldn’t pass, but I was hopeful people might be able to look at me without giggling. I was worried that if I waited much longer, I might not even be able to manage that.

So I did it. I came out, and practically everyone responded well. I felt confident. I had made the decision with my partner, who was supportive. I was financially secure. And I thought that I had done a nice job of cultivating realistic expectations for myself. I genuinely believed things were going to go well.

Then, something happened that I had not expected. After transitioning, my dysphoria got much worse. I started obsessively taking selfies. Before, almost all of the pictures on my phone were of my daughter. Now, they were all of myself. In my coming out letter, I had told people that I wasn’t planning on policing pronouns. “I prefer she/her, but if you forget, it’s no big deal.” But I found out that I was wrong. Though I didn’t want it to be, it was a big deal. I never minded male pronouns before I transitioned. But for some reason, being called “he” while wearing a dress hurts so much more.

I started severely restricting calories, dropping my BMI from 25 to 19 in just a few months. This helped me look better in my new clothes. I practiced my make-up, took voice therapy, received laser hair removal, set my alarm early to work on my hair, and swallowed estrogen. I thought that if I tried hard enough, that it would just feel natural for people to use “she.” And people did start mostly using female pronouns.

Yet, I still felt bad. As the “he’s” became rarer, the strength of the illusion that I was fitting in as a woman increased. Then, when the “he” finally came, it hurt that much more. Every interaction started feeling super higher stakes. I remember once going into a grocery store late at night. I was on my way home from a wedding. I really thought I was looking beautiful that night. Then, the cashier at the grocery store said, “thanks sir.” I was a wreck for days.

One time, I was talking with a bunch of family members, including one of my uncles. Him and I have always connected through logical and frank discussion. When the conversation turned to my transition, he said “it’s hard for me to remember to use female pronouns, because I don’t see you as a woman. You just don’t seem like a woman to me. You seem more like a man.” In front of everyone, I broke down, loudly sobbing.

“That’s not true! I see you as a woman”, my mom said. She turned to my uncle. “Look what you’ve done! You’ve upset her. Tell her what you said is not true!”

I knew who was telling the truth. I realized how weak I had become. I had given the whole world so much power over me. Anyone could destroy me with a word. I had also ceased being an interesting person to talk to. All I ever thought about was trans-stuff. All in the name of trying to achieve something that just wasn’t possible for me.

So, I went back to using my real voice. I started sleeping in and not worrying about the make-up. Increasingly, I wore jeans and t-shirts. After this, I didn’t need to worry about what my waiter would say. The “he’s” would come, but I just wasn’t invested anymore. Moving to this approach changed my life. For me, the recipe for being trans and being happy, was to accept certain hard truths. I’m never going to be a woman, like my sisters are women. Some people are always going to see a male when they look at me. Those are the facts of my life. It’s still a good life.



As much as I genuinely hated the experience of reading Joyce’s book, my personal experience leads much of her central message to resonate with me. From my perspective, being trans is nothing like The Matrix. It’s not a deep self-knowledge of some secret non-physical element of reality. It is just a base desire to be like the opposite sex. It’s not even much of an identity. It’s more like a body image problem.

Second, when trans people condition their happiness on becoming a true member of their target sex, they are setting themselves up for a lot of emotional torture. The reality is that us trans folk will, at least in some important ways, always be different than natal members of our target sex. I really wish that wasn’t true, but that’s life. We don’t always get what we want.

For me, internalizing some of the hard truths that Joyce covers in her book was good for me. It helped me move on and live a better life.






Troubled Blood by J.K. Rowling

What is bestselling author J.K. Rowling up to these days? You might know she’s creating more content for the Harry Potter universe or drawing ire for her Twitter posts. But if you said “writing kinda-controversial 900-page crime epics as Robert Galbraith” then you must have heard of Troubled Blood, the fifth in her Cormoran Strike detective series. Troubled Blood is an indulgent, meandering, sentimental elephant of a novel. It’s also the best book on epistemics– the art of knowing things– I’ve read in years.

How does a detective novel beat out nonfiction bestsellers like The Signal and the Noise and The Drunkard’s Walk? For one thing, I’ve always had a soft spot for mysteries as a source of clarity. Doing epistemics in real life feels more like a mystery plot– uncertain by design, full of red herrings, burying clues right at the threshold of perception– than like the neatly-laid out facts and arguments of a nonfiction book. A good mystery plot, like a good realization, is obvious only in hindsight. If the solution is too contrived, it’s easy to tell– it won’t make sense even after reading. On the other hand, hiding clues well enough to keep things interesting takes a deep understanding of how life (or at least our perception of it) works.

Mystery writers have found different ways of walking the tightrope between “too obvious” and “too unlikely”. They’ll introduce one false premise that completely distorts the rest of the evidence, or drag out a shaggy-dog red herring that’s too fascinating to ignore. They’ll hide relevant facts in details so mundane or implicit that readers will overlook them. Rowling has done all of that and more in past books. In Troubled Blood, though, she relies on a new strategy: playing with our biases.

The premise of Troubled Blood: Cormoran and his apprentice/partner Robin have been hired to look into an unsolved cold case. The original detective on the case botched it by going insane and turning his investigation into an astrology-based conspiracy theory. This is inconvenient for Robin and Cormoran, who have to rely on his cryptic notes or on surviving witnesses' forty-year-old memories. It's extremely convenient for Rowling, who can get all the symbolism and atmosphere and commentary she wants out of the astrological connections while keeping coy about how, or whether, they're practically connected to the solution.

The whole thing is, of course, a joke at the expense of the misplaced moral panic over the Harry Potter books. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if that was the primary motivation. Rowling was accused of being Satanic over books that were, if anything, more Christian than the average. Now with Troubled Blood she's published a book filled with whole pages of blasphemous occult scribbling. The Strike books have always been Rowling's gleefully gritty escape from the expectations of YA fantasy, but this feels like settling a score.

I'd like to think that the book's other big plot gimmick– the race to get a confession out of a long-imprisoned serial killer, who's known among other things for dressing as a woman to lure his victims– is similar nose-thumbing at a more recent moral panic: the spate of online accusations that Rowling is anti-transgender. I'm guessing it isn't, though. Instead it's part of Rowling's broader theme for the book: the ways in which our categories lead and mislead, define and divide us.

The book begins with a discussion of the Cornish independence movement– Rowling's way of hinting, in 2013 book-time, that she has things to say about Brexit. It's bracketed by a winking reference to romantic norms in Anna Karenina. The book's central set-piece is a dinner party that goes disastrously off the rails thanks to a culture-war clash between Robin's millennial peers and the ex-military Cormoran. Nationality, age, gender, class– it's all here in bunches. But Rowling's concern in Troubled Blood isn't to take sides. It's to show what happens when the sides themselves go awry.

Men and women; friend and foe; science and superstition; young and old; sacred and profane; foreign and local; truth and fiction; strangers and family; virtue and vice; crazy and sane– these are all useful distinctions to make. But where do they break down, and how will we notice when they do? The problem will be familiar to many readers of Scott’s blog. Words are categories that we use to encode inferences about the world– facts that usually cluster together. Under ordinary circumstances this is useful. Under extraordinary circumstances we risk mistaking the inferences for the facts themselves unless we think carefully about what we’re describing and why. The same is true of Rowling’s detectives: seeing the evidence for what it actually means requires not just their hard work but also open-mindedness and lateral thinking.

The occult stuff in Troubled Blood is both the prime example of this and the perfect metaphor for it. It's a medium where identities and connections are flexible. The astrological symbols aren't real things in themselves, but they're flexible enough and expressive enough that the insane police detective can use them to express his trained intuition. That intuition eventually yields crucial clues to the killer's identity where approaching the problem analytically wouldn't– it would have let the unexpected signal get buried under the noise of presuppositions. Categories are part of both the problem and the solution.

The same could be said to some extent of almost any good mystery story, though. Where Rowling in particular really shines is the awareness that we create categories not just around things, but also around people. (This too is a recurring theme of Scott’s writing– though his answers aren’t always convincing.) Trust, friendship, loyalty, love– how and where do we draw the lines that bind us to others? Which distinctions are vital to that, and which aren't? How do we reconcile our categories when they differ? How much can and should they be shared? The nerve-wracking stakes of such questions come front and center when Cormoran and Robin are working to tease clues out of reluctant witnesses. Rowling’s mysteries are second to none in using such scenes– not to mention pulling them off with skill, sensitivity, and humor.

The real center of Rowling’s interpersonal writing, though, isn’t the mystery plot but the rest of it. Troubled Blood owes much of its length to the proliferation of subplots about relationships: Cormoran’s with his dying aunt, his distant biological father, his deranged ex-fiancee; Robin’s with her estranged husband and a lascivious co-worker; and above all the strong but oh-so-fraught rapport between the two. They’ve both been hurt in the past in various ways and are reluctant to open up, not to mention prone to misinterpret each other's behavior. Watching their misunderstandings from both sides is one of the great delights of the Strike books.

The other great delight, to me, is that Rowling is in on it. She's not just a distant observer of her characters; she actually cares about what's going on with them. And she too shows that she can change and open up. It's hard not to read the working-class, grumbly-stoic, unprepossessing Cormoran, a bumbler in most ways except when it really matters, as Rowling’s apology to Ron Weasley for writing him off as a potential match for Hermione Granger until it was almost too late. For that matter it’s hard not to read Robin as Rowling’s apology to Hermoine for loading her with unrealistic expectations of coolheadedness, effortless skill, and conventional success. Rowling feels a real obligation to do right by them and her other creations, and mostly succeeds. Her heart is visible on her sleeve even when– especially when– she’s up to the elbows in grime.

Rowling doesn’t disdain categories. She recognizes the need for circles of friendship, of loyalty, of trust; otherwise she wouldn’t be in the business of portraying murderers. But the broader lesson I take from Troubled Blood is that Rowling wants those lines drawn as wide as possible. She sees great danger in the power of words and preconceptions to exclude, and likes it when people find ways to open up and bring others in. Her opposition to Brexit and her men-are-pigs feminism are partly expressions of this way of thinking, partly obstacles to it. Rowling herself seems to understand that ambiguity between smashing categories and creating them. It adds nuance to her writing. The way forward, for her, is to give categories their due as far as they will go, but also to peer fearlessly at the seams and cracks they fail to describe. In other words, to do the hard work of finding truth, like Robin and Cormoran.

Rationalists sometimes turn up their noses at "fictional evidence", and it's true that fiction follows different patterns than everyday reality. But good fiction preserves reality's crucial epistemic properties: the ability to make sense, and the ability to surprise. (In fact, these exactly parallel the contrasting qualities of detective stories I mentioned earlier– understandable, but not too understandable.) In fiction, too, we see categories in their natural habitat– the stories, factual and otherwise, that we tell each other. There are few better ways to update your categories– or someone else's!– than to engage with them as they're found in a story. They may be all in your head, but that doesn't make them unreal.

Detective stories in particular deal constantly with realities of this kind. The central truth of a murder isn’t that a human body ceased to operate, but that a human mind willed it to. The clues to understanding this circumstance will be facts about what people thought– facts, that is about categories– as often as they’re facts about direct physical reality. The key to understanding those facts is empathy– openness, that is, to the idea that another person might have different categories than you do. And that’s where Rowling shines. You might even say that empathy is what Troubled Blood is about.

I realize that my argument is frustratingly short of solid evidence. In part that’s because Troubled Blood is a mystery and I don’t want to spoil it. More importantly, though, it’s because tangible evidence is necessarily a poor way to communicate ideas of this kind. What affected me most about the book was the feeling of living with these characters day-in and day-out (the book takes place over more than a year) for 900-some pages. I know, with the intuition of an occultist detective, that I have at least a partial handle on what Rowling wanted to communicate with this story. But like the solution to her mystery it’s not governed by a single fact. Rather it’s a series of patterns and small details that build up over the long haul into something more like a coherent understanding.

But in case you think I’m reading things into Troubled Blood that just aren’t there, let me give you a sample of what I mean. Since the investigation is a cold case, there are a lot of details in Troubled Blood about things that have changed over a generation. In fact this change is one of the main ways Rowling sets up interesting differences between, or problems with, categories. In one case the generation gap affects the plot directly– Cormoran is able to trick a suspect into revealing information that he thinks is unhelpful, but turns out to be very helpful because of how things have changed. In another case the opposite happens. Robin and Cormoran employ an aging secretary whose old-fashioned attitudes frustrate both of them, but once they start to open up to her about the investigation, she recognizes the significance of a forty-year-old detail they’d missed. Her character isn’t exclusively a positive one– like I said, there’s plenty of nuance in Rowling’s portrayals– but including her, and being able to appreciate her categories, turns out to be crucial to solving the mystery.

The conclusion of Troubled Blood isn’t perfectly satisfying– the solution to the mystery is implausible in some ways– but this is one detective novel where finding the answer, knowing the facts isn’t the whole point. The point is the process, the messiness and uncertainty and vulnerability that are all too plausible from our experience. It’s easy to have all the facts– I should say, all the facts as they fit into one particular paradigm– laid out in hindsight. It’s harder to understand the paradigms themselves and engage with them as they come to us personified. That’s the skill that I learned a little better– and certainly learned to appreciate more– by reading Troubled Blood. The real mystery, it turns out, was the friends we made along the way.






Trump: The Art of the Deal by Donald Trump and Tony Schwartz

This book is the first autobiography written by Donald J. Trump, ghostwritten by Tony Schwartz, published in 1987. It provides some insight into Trump's real estate deals and his forays to the world of gambling and sports.

This review is not about that book. It is a review of a novel, written by Tony Schwartz, about a young entrepreneur named Donald J. Trump, who tries to get ahead in the world of wealth and status, mapping out the boundaries of ethics and constructing a philosophy of success.

The art of the deal

On the surface, the book promises some insight about dealmaking. It is littered with boastful anecdotes of deals, with few actually usable lessons. However, it does show how our hero, Trump approaches everything through the lenses of deals.

The book is framed by two chapters. The opening chapter is a diary of a week, accounting for days filled with dealmaking. It portrays a man, who wakes up early, gets into his office, and spends the entire day calling people on the phone, furthering ongoing deals. Visibility to his family life is restricted to a few entries where he discusses his first wife, Ivana managing his projects. The final chapter brings some conclusion to the mentioned deals, even though many of them are not yet closed.

The second chapter, "Elements of the deal" is a collection of his wisdom. Some reasonably good advice, although some of it is strangely in contradiction with what he actually does in later chapters. The following chapters are chronological accounts of his childhood, the formative years of working for his father's residential real estate development companies, his first own real estate deals, and then the broadening of his enterprise beyond the familiar world of real estate.

Donald was the second son of Fred Trump, a homebuilder magnate. Fred had a very sharp focus on the business since his teenage years, had a knack for getting government subsidies, he scrutinized thoroughly the work of his subcontractors and controlled costs tightly. He is described as a real Scrooge, but in the kindest words possible. He groomed his first son, Freddy, to take over the business. However, Freddy was interested in everything but that, to the great disappointment of his father. Donald, on the other got along with his father really well:


Fortunately for me, I was drawn to business very early, and I was never intimidated by my father, the way most people were. I stood up to him, and he respected that. We had a relationship that was almost businesslike. I sometimes wonder if we’d have gotten along so well if I hadn’t been as business-oriented as I am.



However, there were issues with little Donald:


Even in elementary school, I was a very assertive, aggressive kid. In the second grade I actually gave a teacher a black eye—I punched my music teacher because I didn’t think he knew anything about music and I almost got expelled. I'm not proud of that, but it’s clear evidence that even early on I had a tendency to stand up and make my opinions known in a very forceful way. The difference now is that I like to use my brain instead of my fists.



Let’s be honest, he was a bully. Now he realizes that it was wrong to hit his teacher as an expression of disagreement on music. I just wonder if he ever realized that a 2nd grader's opinion might not be better than his teachers'.

Eventually his father decided to send him to military school to learn some discipline. After finishing school, he went back to work with his father.

After a few years of managing his father's housing projects, he decides he wants something more ambitious, and moves to Manhattan. He figures he needs to rub some shoulders with the elites of NYC, so he joins the most prestigious, exclusive club called ... Le Club.

Slowly he gets his foothold in Manhattan, builds the Grand Hotel for Hyatt, and then the Trump Tower.

Lessons in dealmaking

As the diary chapter shows, by the time the book is being written, he spends his days mostly outside of the realm of real estate, demonstrating that he graduated to being an universal moneymaker, exerting his midas touch to everything within reach. Let's hope we can figure out his secrets!

Some of the deals are simple, like buying stocks of Holiday Inn and then selling them at profit. Not much to learn, except that he made money, good for him!

Other entries in the diary shows that he is very focused on deals, like this one where he meets a random couple in the Trump Tower with David Letterman:


Letterman walks in, along with a cameraman, a couple of assistants, and a very nice-looking married couple from Louisville. We kid around a little, and I say what a great town I think Louisville is—maybe we should all go in together on a deal there.



Some entries are not even deals, I don't know what these are supposed to be, name dropping?


1:30 p.m. I tell Norma to call John Danforth, the Republican senator from Missouri. [...] Danforth isn’t in, but his secretary says he'll call back.

2:15 p.m. John Danforth calls back. We have a nice talk, and I tell him to keep up the good work.

6:00 p.m I excuse myself, because I am due at an early dinner, and it’s not the kind to be late for. Ivana and I have been invited, by John Cardinal O’Connor, to have dinner at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

As we leave, I tell Ivana how impressed I am with the cardinal. He’s not only a man of great warmth, he’s also a businessman with great political instincts



Then there is this curious phone call:


3:45 p.m. The executive vice president for marketing at the Cadillac Division of General Motors is on the phone. He’s calling at the suggestion of his boss, John Gretenberger, the president of the Cadillac Motors Division whom I know from Palm Beach. Cadillac, it turns out, is interested in cooperating in the production of a new superstretch limousine that would be named the Trump Golden Series. I like the idea.



So, Grettenberger figures they want to make opulent limousines, with internals covered in gold, leather and wood, and, for added distinction, they want to name it after Trump and have it brandish the iconic name on every visible surface. Trump likes the idea!

The cars weren't in production by the time the book was published, so we are left wondering how big a success this cooperation got. It turns out, only 1-1 prototypes were made of the Trump Golden Series and the less opulent Trump Executive Series. Oh?

According to Grettenberger's biography Ready, Set, Go!, Trump pitched the idea that if Cadillac made limousines with his stylistic input, he would buy 50 of them to shuttle the high rollers in his hotels in NYC to his Atlantic City casinos. No wonder he liked the idea, it was his! They made 1-1 prototypes of both series, and waited for the purchase order to come in. Trump bought one of the prototypes, and gave various excuses for delaying the purchase order for the remaining 49. They eventually gave up on the project. Trump got a personalized limousine and Cadillac got a priceless lesson on The Art of the Deal.

Oh, about the casinos:


4:30 p.m. My last call is to Paul Hallingby, a partner at Bear Stearns who handled the $550 million in bond issues we did successfully for our two casinos in Atlantic City during 1985.



I'm no 80s tycoon, but $550 million sounds like a lot of debt for two casinos! I mean, that was a decade that sported interest rates in the teens. And in the chapter called "Elements of the deal", I learned about the importance of being conservative:


It’s been said that I believe in the power of positive thinking. In fact, I believe in the power of negative thinking. I happen to be very conservative in business. I always go into the deal anticipating the worst. If you plan for the worst—if you can live with the worst—the good will always take care of itself. [...] The point is that you can’t be too greedy. If you go for a home run on every pitch, you’re also going to strike out a lot. I try never to leave myself too exposed [...]



Ok, then that's got to be a reasonable amount of debt, he would never take the risk of overlevering the business!


The prime rate had been around 14 percent when I first started looking at property in Atlantic City. By mid-1986, it had dropped to 9 percent.



Ok, so Trump can get financing for 9%! Cool! One of his casinos made $35m operating profit the year he bought it, and he used $250m debt, which means an interest payment of about $23m, or 2/3 of operating profits. That leaves $12m for replacing broken chairs and dead light bulbs and any other maintenance expenses, as these are not included in operating profit. With this capital structure, it seems like there is even room for some net profit!


My problem with bank financing, even at these lower rates, was that I'd still be required to put myself personally on the line for the money. I didn’t find that appealing.



Ok?


As a result, I decided to seek public financing for the project, through a bond issue. The downside was that I'd have to pay a higher interest rate to attract buyers, but the upside was that once the issue sold out, I wouldn’t be personally liable.



Oh?


Interest payments on the financing came to just above $30 million a year. That was about $7 million a year more than I'd have paid for bank financing, but to me it was money well spent.



$30 million! That's over 85% of operating profits! Man! If the coming years are anything but spectacular for the casino, it will go under water! Let's hope for the best!


For the full year, our gross operating profit was nearly $58 million, or $20 million more than Harrah’s had projected.



Phew! Looks like it's gonna work out, unless someone opens a lavish hotel-casino nearby that would grab all the gamblers' attention and $$$.


[...] the Taj Mahal on the Boardwalk, designed as the largest and most lavish hotel-casino in the world, [...]



Oh-no!


[...] I hope to have the Taj open by October 1988



Oh-kay? So Trump is building the largest and most lavish casino next door to his other casinos? I wonder, how did that work out? All 3 casinos went bankrupt by 1992.

Let our lesson in the art of the deal be: If lever your casino with so much non-recourse (meaning you won't be liable if the business goes down) debt that only an exceptionally good run can make it stay in business, we will end up with either


	an exceptionally good casino, or

	no financial liability for the bankrupt business.



Heads, we win, tails, they lose.

Maybe there's one more lesson here: Avoid being your own competition? I don't know, I'm just spitballing here, let's look at what the experts say about the risk of competition during another deal: opening the Grand Hotel in a joint venture with Hyatt.


I pointed out that this was a rather big and risky investment the bank was making, and that one way to further protect the loan might be to insist on a restrictive covenant, so that Hyatt couldn’t throw up a second hotel two years later, right down the street. The banker saw the implications immediately. He stormed into the room where the Hyatt

people were sitting, and he said, ”Hey, fellas, we’re putting up tens of millions of dollars, which is a lot of money, and we're not going to make this loan unless we get a covenant from Hyatt saying you won’t open up any other hotels in New York.”



Trump loves casinos. (This was before they all went bankrupt.) As regulations of Atlantic City does not allow him to operate more than 3 casinos, he decides to try something else:


The government of New South Wales is in the midst of choosing a company to build and operate what they envision as the world’s largest casino. We're a frontrunner for the job

4:30 p.m. Nick Ribis calls from Australia. He tells me things are going very well on our negotiations to be designated builder and operator of the world’s largest casino.



Sounds great, how did it go?


The idea of running a business which is a twenty-four-hour plane trip from New York City just didn’t make sense—particularly when I have so much to occupy my attention in my own backyard. Shortly before the decision was to be announced by officials in New South Wales, I let them know that I was withdrawing my bid.



Our lesson: No matter how well you plan out a deal, something unforeseeable can crop up at the last moment. Something like Australia being far away, you just can’t prepare for that. Should that happen, you must be able to walk away from the deal.

Our next lesson on dealmaking: anything can be a deal!


I saw a national news report by Tom Brokaw about this adorable little lady from Georgia, Mrs. Hill, who was trying to save her farm from being foreclosed. Her sixty-seven-year- old husband had committed suicide a few weeks earlier, hoping his life insurance would save the farm, which had been in the family for generations. But the insurance proceeds weren’t nearly enough.



Sad! He decides to call up the bank:


I called and got some vice president on the line. I explained that I was a businessman from New York, and that I was interested in helping Mrs. Hill. He told me he was sorry, but that it was too late. They were going to auction off the farm, he said, and ‘‘nothing or no one is going to stop it. That really got me going. I said to the guy: “You listen to me. If you do foreclose, I'll personally bring a lawsuit for murder against you and your bank, on the grounds that you harassed Mrs. Hill’s husband to his death.”

All of a sudden the bank officer sounded very nervous and said he’d get right back to me. Sometimes it pays to be a little wild. An hour later I got a call back from the banker, and he said, “Don’t worry, we're going to work it out, Mr. Trump.”



So, the bank said, "no thanks, we don't want the money, we'd like to go to the auction" because


	they love the thrill of it,

	they are evil and just want to see the lady suffer,

	what is even money, just a piece of paper!



Oh these bankers! But Trump with his bad boy attitude makes them run and saves the day. He threw a fundraiser, raised more than $100,000, threw a party in the Trump Tower to celebrate, and all the media reported about it. Sources do not agree on how much he contributed, but it's around $40,000.

Our lesson: if you are doing something good, make sure it is something that is already covered by Tom Brokaw, and then keep it very visible so the press has something to report about. It's good PR.

Self-Promotion

With this, we reached one very important lesson: it is not enough to be great, everyone else must know about it too!

Tens and hundreds of millions are thrown around throughout the book, page after page, so when a deal is only about a few hundred thousand dollars, it really makes me wonder: why bother doing such a small project? Why bother writing an entire chapter on it?

The Wollman Rink is a popular skating rink in Central Park, NYC. City officials decided to rebuild it in the 1980. 6 years and many million dollars later, there was still no end in sight. It was a proper disaster. Trump offered to finish it within 6 months, paying for the building and then leasing it from the city to operate it profitably. Mayor Ed Koch responded in a public letter with a counteroffer. He did not want Trump to operate the rink as he wanted it to be priced very

accessibly, even at the risk of being unprofitable. He did offer Trump the opportunity to donate $3 million towards the rebuilding and to supervise the work.


He totally underestimated the press reaction. First, the press thrives on confrontation. They also love stories about extremes, whether they’re great successes or terrible failures. This story had it all. [...] Even I was surprised at how totally the press took my side. Obviously, that doesn’t always happen. But this time, within three days, there were

dozens of articles and editorials attacking Koch for his reaction to my offer.

Sure enough, the tide turned, overnight. No sooner did the press jump on Koch’s case than he reversed field completely. Suddenly, the city was virtually begging me to take on the Wollman Rink job.

I suggested a simple solution. I'd put up all of the money for the construction of the rink myself. In turn, I'd be reimbursed, over as many years as it took, from any profits the rink earned. In other words, I'd not only supervise construction, I'd also lend the city $3 million for an indeterminate period—and forever if the rink didn’t prove profitable.

If the rink does make money, I'll use it to reduce my loan. I'm not looking for personal profit. In fact, if I ever do get my money back, I'll give any subsequent profits to charity.

Dozens of newspapers as far away as Miami, Detroit, and Los Angeles ran

long pieces about the Wollman Rink saga. Time magazine devoted a full

page in its ‘‘Nation’’ section to the story. It was a simple, accessible

drama about the contrast between governmental incompetence and the power

of effective private enterprise.



Trump called in a press conference for the concrete-pouring. Invited Henry Stern, the NYC parks commissioner, too. Only one thing was amiss, the actual concrete-pouring:


If we can’t have a real concrete-pouring, at least we’ll have a ceremonial one. A couple of workmen pull over a wheelbarrow full of wet concrete and point it down toward us. Henry and I shovel some concrete onto the pipes while the photographers click away. As many times as I've done these things, I have to say I still find them a little ridiculous. Think of it: a couple of guys in pinstripe suits shoveling wet concrete. But I like to be accommodating. As long as they want to shoot, I'll shovel.



4 months later, by the time the temperature dropped below 55F, the rink as ready, and the costs stayed well below the projected $3 million. It was a huge success. Trump operated it at a profit, which he donated to charity. Why? He does not exactly tell us the reason.

But we can do the math: the rinks makes a few hundred thousand dollars of profit, that's not something that's gonna make a difference for someone who was supposedly a billionaire by that time. However, it exposes the Trump brand to half a million visitors every year. People, who are paying to be there, having a great time, and seeing the Trump logo everywhere. That's good advertising, for the price of about $1 per visitor. But that's just half the story.

It was hugely publicized project, he held press conferences all the time, for every possible occurrence, and if there was no occurrence for it, he made one up (eg. fake concrete-pouring).


There were those who said I went a little overboard holding press conferences about Wollman Rink. Perhaps they’re right, but I can only say that the press couldn’t get enough of this story. At least a dozen reporters showed up for every press conference we held.

There were stories in every newspaper with headlines like TRUMP HAS AN ICE SURPRISE FOR SKATERS and TRUMP PUTS THE ICING ON WOLLMAN CAKE.



It had a powerful message: We build competently, on time, within budget. You can rely on us for your real estate development needs.

So powerful a message that he even got his subcontractors to forgo their profits, making the savings even more impressive and the story even more impactful. In exchange for their profits, they get credited for being the expert builders of the rink. That's how valuable good

publicity can be.

Except, Trump may have forgotten to mention his subcontractors during the press conferences, taking all the credit for himself:


HRH was promised publicity in exchange for doing the work on Wollman Rink, but it never got so much as a mention from Trump for its work.

“He can’t have two people standing on the podium. He can’t have somebody even getting the silver and the bronze, He's gotta get the gold, the silver and the bronze all at one time,” said Nusbaum.



This is a big lesson from Trump: As long as they are shooting, you shovel. It does not matter that there is no point shoveling, if you give them what they want, they give you what you want: publicity.


Most reporters, I find, have very little interest in exploring the substance of a detailed proposal for a development. They look instead for the sensational angle.



So you need to feed them the sensational: the most expensive, the biggest, the best. If you associate yourself with the most extravagant, even bad press can be good: while building the Trump Tower, he demolished some art deco reliefs that he previously promised to save and

donate to The Met, and then went back on the promise because destroying them was cheaper. The press ran with the story:


The stories that appeared about it invariably started with sentences like: “In order to make way for one of the world’s most luxurious buildings...” Even though the publicity was almost entirely negative, there was a great deal of it, and that drew a tremendous amount of attention to Trump Tower. Almost immediately we saw an upsurge in the sales of apartments. I’m not saying that’s a good thing, and in truth it probably says something perverse about the culture we live in. But I'm a businessman, and I learned a lesson from that experience: good publicity is preferable to bad, but from a bottom-line perspective, bad publicity is sometimes better than no publicity at all. Controversy, in short, sells.



What if you don't have the most extravagant thing, but still want to make things sensational? You can try lying!


I play to people’s fantasies. People may not always think big themselves, but they can still get very excited by those who do. That’s why a little hyperbole never hurts. People want to believe that something is the biggest and the greatest and the most spectacular. I call it truthful hyperbole. It’s an innocent form of exaggeration—and a very effective form of promotion.



But wait, isn't it bad if you lie? Nah, it's only bad if you get caught!


You can’t con people, at least not for long. You can create excitement, you can do wonderful promotion and get all kinds of press, and you can throw in a little hyperbole. But if you don’t deliver the goods, people will eventually catch on.



This is the Elon Musk principle: promise people the impossible, then deliver them something great and they won't be mad.

The way to make a lie more effective is to actually believe it. NYC's City Planning Commission hired Victor Palmieri to sell off the assets of Penn Central Railroad. The bidding went like this:

Trump: I'll take it for $62m.

Palmieri: We have 62! Anyone for 65? Can we get 65?

Starrett: $135m!

Trump: Don't listen to them!

Palmieri: Huh?

Trump: They don't have $135m.

Starrett: Yes we do!

Trump: Even if they do, they would not be able to successfully develop the site.

Palmieri: What makes you say that?

Trump: I happen to genuinely believe that.

Palmieri: Oh, ok.

Starrett: Wait, what's happening?

Trump: You want a very serious and very committed developer. That's me.

Palmieri: That's right, sold for $62m to the gentleman with the hair!

Starrett: SMH

You are not a liar if you happen to genuinely believe the thing you just made up.

Philosophy

Our hero claims to be a great success (which claim, as we just learned, may or may not be a 'truthful hyperbole'), how does he explain his success?


Life is very fragile, and success doesn’t change that. If anything, success makes it more fragile. Anything can change, without warning, and that’s why I try not to take any of what’s happened too seriously. Money was never a big motivation for me, except as a way to keep score. The real excitement is playing the game. I don’t spend a lot of time worrying about what I should have done differently, or what's going to happen next.



Very Marcus Aurelius. What does Trump do when things does not go his way? Like when he wanted to buy a building (the one with the art deco reliefs) to make way for the Trump Tower, but Franklin Jarman, the CEO of the company owning the building refused to sell it? He wrote a letter, saying thanks for the meeting. Such gratitude. What else did he do? Sent another letter a few months later, and another one, and another one, offering different deals. Much persistence, so relentlessness. Has Jarman changed his mind? No! But the company's board did change their mind about Jarman, and replaced him with John Hanigan, whose job was to save the company from going bankrupt by selling its assets. Trump called him, and he was like "You're the one writing all those letters! When do you want to meet?". A nice parable of being relentless when facing a lack of encouragement.

Trump tried to enroll a star athlete, Lawrence Taylor for his football team, offering a huge bump in pay to leave the NFL after Taylor's current contract expires. Taylor signed up with Trump, but then the NFL overbid Trump. How did Trump react? He was happy about forcing the NFL to increase Taylor's salary significantly. He was also happy about the $750,000 NFL paid him for letting Taylor out of his contract, but let's just forget about this for a moment while I make a point about him being positive even when things don't go his way.

Does this mean Trump is the new philosopher emperor? Maybe not, maybe it means that the margin between a stoic and a narcissist is not as wide and defined as anyone would like to believe. You can weave a positive narrative around every adversity. You can hypnotize yourself to look for the opportunity in each and every circumstance. Looks like both stoicism and

narcissism uses very similar tools, the only difference being the end goal: virtue for the stoic, status for the narcissist.

Ethics

So, if you are not a stoic, that means you are not constrained by the rules of virtue. You can use 'truthful hyperbole' if it helps your cause. Or you can lie and call your lies 'truthful hyperbole'.

Remember the fake concrete-pouring? That was a cute gimmick to impress the press. Let’s up the ante! To build his first casino, Trump wanted to partner with someone who already knew how to run one. He was in negotiations with Holiday Inn, who was already operating one in Atlantic City. Everything was agreed upon, only the board approval was missing for the deal. They happened to have their annual meeting in Atlantic City, so they thought they should make a visit to the construction site before making the decision. The thing is, they may have been under the impression that the construction was further ahead than it was in its physical reality. Trump does not exactly say how this happened, I guess some “truthful hyperbole” was involved. Anyways, he did not want to disappoint:


I called in my construction supervisor and told him that I wanted him to round up every bulldozer and dump truck he could possibly find, and put them to work on my site immediately. Over the next week, I said, I wanted him to transform my two acres of nearly vacant property into the most active construction site in the history of the world. What the bulldozers and dump trucks did wasn’t important, I said, so long as they did a lot of it. If they got some actual work accomplished, all the better, but if necessary, he should have the bulldozers dig up dirt from one side of the site and dump it on the other. They should keep doing that, I said, until I gave him other instructions.



So the board came to inspect the site:


I’ll never forget one of them turning to me, shaking his head, and saying, ‘‘You know,it’s great when you're a private guy, and you can just pull out all the stops.”A few minutes later, another board member walked over to me. His question was very simple. ‘‘How come,” he said, *‘that guy over there is filling up that hole, which he just dug?" This was difficult for me to answer, but fortunately, this board member was more curious than he was skeptical. The board walked away from the site absolutely convinced that it was the perfect choice.



The board was so impressed with his fake construction capabilities that they signed the partnership a couple weeks later.

A good skill to have is the ability to manipulate people around you. It makes your life easier. In military school, Trump had a drill sergeant:


He didn’t take any back talk from anyone, least of all from kids who came from privileged backgrounds. If you stepped out of line, Dobias smacked you and he smacked you hard. Very quickly I realized that I wasn’t going to make it with this guy by trying to take him on physically. A few less fortunate kids chose that route, and they ended up getting stomped. Most of my classmates took the opposite approach and became nebbishes. They never challenged Dobias about anything. [...] I figured out what it would take to get Dobiason my side. In a way, I finessed him. It helped that I was a good athlete, since he was the baseball coach and I was the captain of the team. But I also learned how to play him. What I did, basically, was to convey that I respected his authority, but that he didn’t intimidate me.



So Trump learned how to be on good terms with people of unchallengeable power, authority and explosivity. Sounds useful if you are dealing with dictators. It opens up opportunities not available to people who want their peers to be in good standing.

There are a few examples in the book where he associates with people of dubious reputation. Irving, a real estate manager is described by Trump thusly:


He was one of the greatest bullshit artists I've ever met, but in addition to being a very sharp talker and a very slick salesman, he was also an amazing manager.



He was warned that Irving was a con man, who has had lots of trouble with the law. He figured that no one under Irving's management would be able to steal, so he only needs to keep an eye on Irving. He was sure Irving was stealing from him, but he never caught him, and just regarded it as a cost of business. He paid him $50,000, and assumed he stole another $50,000. If he ever caught Irving stealing, he would've fired him immediately, but that never happened. What did happen was that the funeral fund to which every employee contributed vanished. Everyone was sure Irving took it. Trump was sure Irving took it. But stealing from other employees turned out not to be a fireable offense:


Irving was a classic. He had problems, but he was a classic.



Then there was Roy Cohn, a lawyer whom he met in Le Club:


He was no Boy Scout. He once told me that he’d spent more than two thirds of his adult life under indictment on one charge or another.

He was a truly loyal guy—it was a matter of honor with him—and because he was also very smart, he was a great guy to have on your side.

Just compare that with all the hundreds of “respectable” guys who make careers out of boasting about their uncompromising integrity but have absolutely no loyalty. They think only about what’s best for them and don’t think twice about stabbing a friend in the back if the friend becomes a problem.



Elsewhere, Trump derides Ed Koch for his lack of integrity: the NYC mayor called his friend Donald Manes a crook once it turned out Manes was engaging in kickback schemes during his Queens borough presidency.

For Trump, being loyal beats being ethical every single time.

Status

So, Trump loves to surround himself with people who show great loyalty. Who would have his back no matter what. And he likes people who say things he wants to hear.

When he met Cohn, Trump immediately went on a tirade about lawyers (knowing well that Cohn himself is one) who always play safe and who want him to settle a lawsuit the government filed against his company, and he wants to fight. He explains how the company is being accused of

discriminating against black tenants. Cohn replied:


My view is tell them to go to hell and fight the thing in court and let them prove that you discriminated, which seems to me very difficult to do, in view of the fact that you have black tenants in the building. I don’t think you have any obligation to rent to tenants who would be undesirable, white or black, and the government doesn’t have a right to run your business.



Cohn was willing to tell Trump what he wanted to hear. He told him that they should countersue

for $100m.


We ended up making a minor settlement without admitting any guilt. Instead, we agreed to do some equal-opportunity advertising of vacancies for a period of time in the local newspaper. And that was the end of the suit.



Let's recap what happened here:

Lawyers: Our best course of action would be to settle.

Trump: I want to fight the government.

Lawyers: You can't win, you should settle.

Trump: You're fired!

Roy Cohn: You should totally fight the government.

Trump: You're brilliant!

[years later]

Roy Cohn: You can't win, you should settle.

Trump: Wait, this thing is still going on? Whatever, I don't care!

If you are doing what Trump wants, you are brilliant, if you don't do it, you are useless. Whether you are right or wrong does not actually matter.

So, he loves surrounding himself with people who praise him. When a sycophant is praising you, they are doing it because they are smart enough to realize how great you are. And if they are so smart, you should listen to them, whatever they say. Have you ever wondered where Trump gets his left-field lore and odd takes about various topics? This might just be one explanation for that.

When you are optimizing for status, you want to make other people think you are high status. You can do that by telling them how great you are, but they might not believe you. They might think you are just full of it and obnoxious, so this is not a foolproof method.

You can do one better by having other people telling everyone how great you are. Sometimes the media is willing to do that, but sometimes they do the opposite. Your loyal sycophants on the other hand, they will reliably talk you up. But if they themselves are not really high status people, others may just not care about their opinion on you, no matter how great they think you are.

So, what you do is, you get high status people to talk you up. One method is, telling everyone about how amazing, brilliant people your sycophants are. That way you raise their status, and they can raise your status in return. That's the perpetuum mobile of social status.

Conclusion

This is it, Machiavelli's review of The art of the Donald.

This one is not the book to learn about real estate development. Not even the best one to learn about the life of Donald J. Trump. What this book offers is a rare look inside Trump's thinking.

He plays the social metagame: lying is only bad when you are caught, lawsuits are tactical instruments to block your opponents, and bankruptcy law is a tool to make your creditors take the downside while you get the upside. While I do not think he is a brilliant mastermind, he has certainly figured out how to navigate and exploit social structures in a way and scale no one else does. Is this antisocial behavior, or is this post-ethical rationality?






Unsettled: What Climate Science Tells Us, What It Doesn’t, and Why It Matters by Steven Koonin

(review by J S)

Climate is changing, that much is known. But what that means, what exactly we know, how much is caused by human activity, and what we should do about it, are subjects of great debate. Are hurricanes becoming more destructive? Are the hottest days getting hotter? Will climate change wreak havoc on the economy? Or have we been misled by politicians, the media, and scientific institutions? These are some of the questions explored by Steven Koonin in his book Unsettled: What Climate Science Tells Us, What It Doesn’t, and Why It Matters. He claims that much of what we “know,” have heard, and possibly even told our friends about climate change, is not so.

I’m not a climate scientist, but I wanted to review this book for my own edification. I went into it with what I would consider the “mainstream” view of climate change, one that any average newspaper reader would have. I believed that climate change was a significant risk to society, but if there were counter arguments to this belief, I wanted to hear them.

I was not disappointed by the amount of education Koonin provided. Throughout the book, I learned about various aspects of climate change, from rising sea levels to changing hurricane activity. He clearly explains the fundamental principles of climate science and presents the chaos of climate in a way that is understandable without being simplistic. But as well as providing clear descriptions of climate science, he also makes claims that fly in the face of my understanding of climate change. He claims that things aren’t as bad as we’ve heard and humans have had a small impact on the climate. I found many of his claims surprising. It made me want to dig into the climate reports he cites to understand the full picture.

This review is the result of that research. It contains aspects of the book I found most interesting, as well as deep dives into climate reports and primary source material to further understand Koonin’s claims. I couldn’t cover the entire book at that level of detail, so I primarily focused on his claims about hurricanes and touched on other topics at varying levels of detail.
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How to Think About This Book

Broadly speaking, Koonin’s book fits into the category of “climate skeptic” books, books that take the position that, roughly speaking, the mainstream narrative is overstating the impact of climate change. He does so not by arguing that climate science is wrong, but that the common understanding of climate change is not consistent with the published science. The goal of this book is to bring the current published science to the attention of the masses (like me!)

Writing a climate skeptic book is a difficult endeavor. Firstly, by definition, it’s going against the grain of the mainstream, which is never an easy task. Secondly, and more to the point here, climate change has such a significant potential impact that it's important that people who read Koonin's work gain a full understanding of climate change. He argues that the media has gone too far toward climate alarmism, so he pushes back on that. This is a reasonable and important thing to do; highlighting examples of overreach is valuable. However, in doing this, it’s easy to paint a picture that underplays the dangers of climate change, which would also be an unfortunate result. There’s always the potential for someone to point out conflicting evidence that, while it complicates the general public’s understanding, doesn't actually refute it. Going into this, two things were in my mind:


	Does he state his case and back it up with evidence?

	Is he careful not to overstate his case beyond the evidence?



What Is Unsettled?

I want to start with the title of the book: “Unsettled: What Climate Science Tells Us, What It Doesn’t, and Why It Matters.” Koonin is not clear about who is claiming things are "settled." Are they saying that in scientific reports? Or is he talking about nonscientific pieces in the media? This is central enough to his arguments to require clarification. I found that most official climate reports, even in their Summaries for Policymakers, do an excellent job of being upfront with their uncertainty and how “unsettled” certain issues are. Here’s a sample paragraph from the Synthesis Report Summary for Policymakers of the 2014 IPCC Assessment Report 5, a document Koonin cites many times (my bolding):


It is virtually certain that global mean sea level rise will continue for many centuries beyond 2100, with the amount of rise dependent on future emissions. The threshold for the loss of the Greenland ice sheet over a millennium or more, and an associated sea level rise of up to 7 m, is greater than about 1°C (low confidence) but less than about 4°C (medium confidence) of global warming with respect to pre-industrial temperatures. Abrupt and irreversible ice loss from the Antarctic ice sheet is possible, but current evidence and understanding is insufficient to make a quantitative assessment.



The report's authors express levels of certainty ranging from “virtually certain” to “low confidence.” Based on this and reports like it, I don’t think it would be fair to claim that the scientific reports have overrepresented how settled the science is. That doesn’t mean that there aren’t examples of mistakes or overstated confidence, but these reports do attempt to show their uncertainty.

But I, like Koonin, have heard the phrase, “The science is settled” many times regarding climate change. In particular, I hear it used by nonscientific media outlets. And it's understandable why. The media needs a simple, clear phrase to greatly simplify the situation. They've chosen this phrase as a pithy and imperfect approximation of, “experts in this topic are in near-consensus on X.” Insofar as Koonin is referring to the media, I agree with his assertion. But I think the scientific community should be commended as to how it has presented varying degrees of certainty, and that's an important distinction that Koonin failed to make.

Although a lot of what Koonin writes is focused on what is “unsettled,” he certainly believes that some important aspects of climate change are settled. He is entirely convinced that greenhouse gases emitted by human activities are causing the world to warm, as he clearly states a few times throughout the book:


There is no doubt that this rise [in CO2] is, and has been, due to human activities, primarily the burning of fossil fuel

I don’t know of any expert who disputes that the rise in CO2 concentration over the past 150 years is almost entirely due to human activities, since there are five independent lines of evidence supporting that conclusion.

There is no question that our emission of greenhouse gases, in particular CO2, is exerting a warming influence on the planet.



Can’t we call that settled? Maybe to Koonin the anthropogenic cause of global warming is too well-accepted to highlight, but it's important to note that some significant parts of climate science are settled. “The science” is settled, insofar as the world is warming and human activity is a cause of it. Granted, there’s a lot more to climate science than just warming and much of that is not settled. I propose a more precise title: “Somewhat Unsettled: Some of climate science is settled, but there's more uncertainty here than you think.” Yes, that would have resulted in a collapse of book sales, so consider it an opening counteroffer.

OK, with that out of the way, let’s talk about climate science as it’s explained in Koonin’s book.

Climate Science

What Is Climate Change?

It’s important to have clear and precise language when discussing technical topics. In this case, that starts with a definition of “climate change.” Koonin provides the definition from the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, which is:


…a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods…



To be extra careful to avoid ambiguous language, Koonin uses terms like “human-caused climate change” to refer to climate responses to human activity. I will do the same in this review. Two things excluded by this definition are worth emphasizing:


	
Much of human behavior is not included in this. If people spread dry brush everywhere which causes a huge increase in wildfires, that would not be attributable to “human-caused climate change'' by this definition.



	
Natural climate change is not included. There is natural variation to the climate that generally moves much more slowly than human-caused climate change (except when an errant asteroid or unruly supervolcano interferes). Sea levels have always gone up and down throughout history. So if sea levels are rising today, it’s not necessarily because of human-caused climate change. If, however, human influences are causing sea levels to rise more (or less) quickly, then that is considered an effect of human-caused climate change.





Sources of Information for Climate Change

Throughout this book, Koonin cites information from primary research and official climate reports. Before we dig into the information, it’s a good idea to briefly summarize these sources. Among the most important are the National Climate Assessments (NCA) and the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Assessment Reports (AR). The National Climate Assessments are congressionally mandated reports written by the U.S. Global Change Research Program about climate change, primarily focused on the U.S. Perhaps the most authoritative of all reports are the IPCC Assessment Reports. These reports are split into multiple parts published at different times. Roughly speaking, Working Group 1 summarizes the state of climate science, Working Group 2 takes that report and summarizes the impact of it, and Working Group 3 uses those to look at our response and options. In addition, each working group produces a Summary for Policymakers, which is a high-level summary of the reports. Finally, there’s also a synthesis report, which combines information from all of the others to create a more holistic report.

Koonin cites heavily from the 5th Assessment Report which was the most recent one published when he wrote the book. Here’s how Koonin describes the assessment reports:


The assessment reports literally define The Science for non-experts. Given the intensive authoring and review processes, any reader would naturally expect that their assessments and summaries of the research literature are complete, objective, and transparent — the “gold” standard.” In my experience, the reports largely do meet that expectation



In addition, the IPCC also publishes special reports focused on a specific topic, such as the 2012 IPCC Special Report on Extreme Events (SREX) or the 2018 IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 °C (SR15). In case anyone gets confused about which report (or other acronym) is which, there’s an appendix at the end with all the abbreviations and acronyms.

Since Koonin’s book has been published, the first and second working groups have published their part of the sixth IPCC Assessment Report. I have incorporated some of it into this review to measure his claims against the test of time.

Global Warming and What it Means to Be Hot

I have this little ritual I do every New Year’s Day where I make predictions for the upcoming year. Every year for the last ~10 years, I’ve been predicting that the upcoming year will be the hottest on record. I’ve been right in my prediction about half the time, pretty good for predicting a new world record. I do this in the hopes that when I meet someone who doesn’t believe global warming is real, I can tell them how accurate my predictions have been, and, logically speaking, they will either 1: believe global warming is real or 2: think that I’m endowed with precognition. Either way, it’s a 100% guaranteed fail-proof method to reach a great outcome. For some reason, it has never worked in practice.

Anyway, the point is, the globe is warming. Koonin says as much and includes a graph of global surface temperature anomalies that shows several independent analyses indicating warming temperatures which have impressive agreement. Below is a version of this graph from climatecentral.org:

[image: climate]

There is, however, more nuance to this than I had realized. I had always assumed everything was getting warmer — hotter days, less cold nights, etc. However, Koonin points to a figure in chapter 6 of the 2017 Climate Science Special Report (CSSR) (reproduced below) that shows that it’s actually only cold days that are getting less cold. The warmest temperatures haven’t been increasing, and they were higher in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s.

[image: climate]

The notion that hot days are getting hotter is probably one of the most commonly repeated “facts” of human-caused climate change. I certainly thought it was the case. But Koonin shows that that isn’t completely true. I’ll admit, what I “knew” about warming temperatures was not so. The science of a warming globe is more nuanced than I had realized.

Extreme Temperatures

However, this only tells the story of the averages. Are we having more extreme temperatures — both highs and lows? He says there is a public perception that it is true, but it’s not. He says “record low temperatures have indeed become less common, but record daily high temperatures are no more frequent than they were a century ago.”

This means when you look at the ratio of record highs to lows, it appears to be increasing, but that’s because of the decrease in record lows. This is exactly how it was represented in the 2017 CSSR figure ES.5 (shown below). It uses running averages and looks at the ratio, which results in a graph that appears to suggest that more extreme high temperatures are happening when they aren’t.
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He and climatologist John Christy did their own review of record high and record low temperatures and found that the number of record high temperatures doesn’t appear to be increasing. He shows a graph of this in the book (shown below), but, unfortunately, it doesn’t seem like they have published it in any peer-review scientific journals. Also, these are only U.S. temperature records and it’s not clear that global records would show the same.
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How Much Warming Is Anthropogenic?

I was curious how much of the recent warming was anthropogenic. I couldn’t find where he directly discusses this. The closest seemed to be when he said the following:


Humans exert a growing, but physically small, warming influence on the climate. The deficiencies of climate data challenge our ability to untangle the response to human influences from poorly understood natural changes.



This statement seems to imply that we can’t tell how much of the warming is caused by human influences, even though he admitted that the increased CO2 is due to human activities. But I don’t think that’s correct. The synthesis report from the fifth IPCC assessment report states (italics in the original):


It is extremely likely that more than half of the observed increase in global average surface temperature from 1951 to 2010 was caused by the anthropogenic increase in GHG concentrations and other anthropogenic forcings together.



This is an important point and I don’t think Koonin should have omitted it.

Climate Modeling and Thinking About Uncertainty

Koonin does a good job of walking readers through how climate modeling is done. He presents the concepts clearly and succinctly. After explaining the fundamentals of the process, he goes on to highlight some of the problems with climate models. He raises important points demonstrating the limitations of the models and explains why creating predictive climate models is so difficult. Nearly every aspect of climate modeling faces challenges of insufficient historical data, inconsistent historical data collection, high natural variability, and a plethora of confounding variables.

At a high level, climate modeling works through an iterative process. The atmosphere of the Earth is divided into three-dimensional boxes over the entire planet. Over land, each box is about 100 km X 100 km and stacked in a pile 10–20 layers deep. Over water, the boxes are smaller, - typically 10 km X 10 km and stacked up to 30 layers high. Because the part of the atmosphere that affects weather is much less than 100 km high, each box is much longer and wider than it is tall, so the pile looks like a stack of pancakes. To start the modeling, scientists set the initial conditions of every box and use the laws of physics to calculate what the world will look like at the next step, which could be as small as a 10-minute increment. They do this a million times and voila! — they’ve got a climate model. The image below from NOAA shows a notional schematic of this process.
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Although this is the state-of-the-art in climate modeling, its flaws are immediately apparent. Firstly, the grid sizes are huge — a single grid is almost as large as Connecticut. This is a problem because many important phenomena, such as clouds, storms, and tornadoes, are far smaller than a single grid, so they can’t be modeled with this process. Even things like temperature and humidity aren’t going to be a single value for such a large area.

Another problem is that applying the laws of physics isn’t as simple as it sounds. There are so many variables, and values are required for all of them. Many of them will be nothing more than best estimates. But even seemingly insignificant factors come into play. Koonin points to the U.K. Earth System Model UKESM1 where researchers decided to adjust the value for how much dimethyl sulfide is produced by microorganisms on the ocean surface.

They also need to know the right initial conditions, which would require them to know things like exactly how much snow was in a specific tile at the model’s start time (usually around 1890 for models that feed into IPCC reports).

All these variables give the modelers lots of little knobs to tune. This might make them better able to fit historical data, but it also raises questions about how well these can be predictive of the future.

Researchers know their models have flaws, so they try to correct for all of these sources of error by ensembling results from many different models running many different simulations in the hopes that the errors roughly balance out. Koonin points to a figure, shown below, from a paper on climate models that shows 26 different CMIP6 models running a total of 127 simulations and smoothed with an 11-year running mean. You can see both that the individual models roughly track the observed data (black lines) but that they also vary rather widely, by about a degree. This certainly backs Koonin questioning our ability to predict temperature changes at the required level of precession.
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By explaining how modeling is done, Koonin instilled in me (what I hope is) a healthy skepticism for climate models. However, I think he goes too far when he says “Projections of future climate and weather events rely on models demonstrably unfit for the purpose.” So although I agree that many models are not as good as we’d like, I have many caveats.

Although I accept most of Koonin’s criticism of the modeling, that doesn’t mean the models are meaningless. The question isn’t if the models are right, but if they are useful. I’m pretty convinced these models have some value. They’re in the ballpark of being right and past studies have found them to be effective. For example, a study on Evaluating the Performance of Past Climate Model Projections analyzed “the performance of climate models published between 1970 and 2007 in projecting future global mean surface temperature” (GMST) and found that models were “skillful in predicting subsequent GMST changes''. Admittedly, this is only surface temperature and not extreme weather, which to me appears more difficult to model, but it is something.

Also, how precise do these models need to be? Look at the IPCC’s graph of global surface temperature increase by CO2 emissions in the AR6 (Figure SPM.10). If you say the models are garbage and your 5-year-old nephew could do as well, I say break out the crayons and ask him to start making projections — it doesn’t take much insight to see that it’s going to keep going up.
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Another important climate model is that of sea-level rise. For many reasons, it’s very difficult to model, but take a look at this graph from the U.S. Global Change Research Program. We can debate the merits of various modeling methods, but the same applies here — we should all agree on what the overall trend is.

[image: sea level]

It’s important to note that just because the modeling is flawed, doesn’t mean that bad effects aren’t going to happen. They could be as predicted, worse, better, completely different. We just don’t know for sure. For example, in a 2014 paper about The accelerating rate of global change the authors show how a specific prediction of sea ice extent was wrong. The true result was that the sea ice melted 70 years ahead of schedule, which shows that sometimes the models can _under_estimate the severity of climate change.

[image: sea ice]

Hurricanes and the Deep Dive into Scientific Literature

I was particularly interested in Koonin’s thoughts on hurricanes. I wanted to know how much effect human-caused climate change is having on them. The media makes the connection but I’ve always wondered how real it was. Koonin had a lot to say on the topic and it gave me an excuse to dig deeper into the scientific literature.

Koonin’s Claim

His main claim is about how much impact human influences have had on hurricanes. He says:


“hurricanes and tornadoes show no changes attributable to human influences”



This statement surprised me. I’ve heard over and over how human-caused climate change is making hurricanes worse. I had expected Koonin to be skeptical of some of the claims, but this statement was much stronger than that. And his claims go further. He also says that the assessment reports “present summary ‘spin’ inconsistent with their own findings.” For future projections, he says that while they might get worse in the future, it’s nothing that could be described as catastrophic.

To really understand, I had to look not just at the assessment report summaries, but also the full text and even the primary literature. In this section, I split off from simply discussing what I learned from Koonin to reading the primary research and seeing how his claims stand up. If a deep dive into scientific literature on hurricanes isn’t your cup of tea, feel free to jump to the Hurricane Conclusion.

Background on Hurricanes

Before we get into it, we should start with a clarification on terminology. It’s important to know that hurricanes, typhoons, cyclones, and tropical cyclones are all essentially the same thing — they’re just called different things in different places. “Tropical cyclone” is the most generic term (e.g. hurricanes and typhoons are both tropical cyclones) so that’s the term you’ll see in a lot of the climate studies that I quote here. They’re called “typhoons” in the western Pacific and “cyclones” in the Indian Ocean. They’re called “hurricanes” when in the Atlantic Ocean or the eastern Pacific Ocean and that’s the term Koonin uses so I do the same. At different times I’ll be citing research that uses one term or the other — just know that they’re mostly interchangeable.

Disentangling Human-caused Climate Change from Natural Variability

As we move forward, we have to be careful of how we evaluate the evidence. It’s important to remember that hurricane behavior is always changing through natural cycles and variations. For example, chapter 6 of the 2019 Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate (SROCC) says:


Patterns of storm activity across TC [tropical cyclone] basins show variations through time that appear to be correlated with El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO), and changes in atmospheric dynamics related to changes in precession of the sun (Toomey et al. 2013; Denommee et al. 2014; Denniston et al. 2015).



Just to dig into one such cycle for a moment, take a look at the Atlantic Multidecadal Oscillation (AMO) in the figure below. It shows that there is a natural warming and cooling cycle in the Atlantic Ocean with a period of 60–80 years. The AMO and other natural cycles have significant effects on hurricane activity. This means that we can’t just look for changes in hurricane data and attribute them to human-caused climate change. We’ll have to look for patterns of behavior that are outside of natural variability.

[image: hurricane]

Investigating The Claim

Background

Koonin says when he was researching climate change in 2016, he “turned to the (then most recent) National Climate Assessment” of 2014. He found the following summary of hurricane behavior, Key Message 8, quite alarming:


The intensity, frequency, and duration of North Atlantic hurricanes, as well as the frequency of the strongest (Category 4 and 5) hurricanes, have all increased since the early 1980s. The relative contributions of human and natural causes to these increases are still uncertain. Hurricane-associated storm intensity and rainfall rates are projected to increase as the climate continues to warm.



However, he dug deeper into the report and found contradicting statements “buried in the text of Appendix 3,” which he quotes:


There has been no significant trend in the global number of tropical cyclones nor has any trend been identified in the number of U.S. landfalling hurricanes.



Noting the apparent inconsistency, he got curious and dug into what he considered the NCA’s main paper on the topic, a 2010 paper titled Tropical cyclones and climate change. He “found it stated quite explicitly that there are no significant trends beyond natural variability in hurricane frequency, intensity, rainfall, or storm surge flooding.”

This is where I went off Koonin’s text into the scientific literature, starting with the study he referenced. In that study, Koonin seems to be keying off of this sentence:


Therefore, it remains uncertain whether past changes in tropical cyclone activity have exceeded the variability expected from natural causes.



However, the study goes on to discuss model-based projections as well. The next two sentences are:


However, future projections based on theory and high-resolution dynamical models consistently indicate that greenhouse warming will cause the globally averaged intensity of tropical cyclones to shift towards stronger storms, with intensity increases of 2–11% by 2100. Existing modelling studies also consistently project decreases in the globally averaged frequency of tropical cyclones, by 6–34%.



I think it’s important to note that the authors do expect human-caused climate change to affect hurricanes, though they hadn’t found a clear signal at the time of that writing.

In total, I do think Koonin’s assessment of this report is accurate. My main objection is that this study was in 2010. Since then, we’ve continued to learn a lot about hurricanes. What does the latest research say?

Aspects of Hurricanes

There are a lot of different aspects of hurricanes that humans could be affecting — I guess as many as one could measure. But I saw the same three coming up in study after study, so those are the three I will focus on: frequency, intensity, and amount of precipitation. Because he referenced both current data as not showing an effect and future projections as not being catastrophic, I wanted to look at both for each aspect.

I find evaluating the quality of scientific research very difficult and time-consuming, even in my own field. And as I said before, climate science is not my field. For topics that are outside my field, I often look to meta-analyses and survey papers. Fortunately, one of Koonin’s sources was just such a survey paper for climate science that I relied on for helping me understand expert opinions on the various topics.

The survey, “Tropical Cyclones and Climate Change Assessment: Part I: Detection and Attribution,” was co-authored by 11 hurricane experts and published in 2019. From my outsider’s perspective, it seems to be an excellent study. It’s done by 11 climate scientists looking at all the evidence in two different ways: One through the lens of trying not to overstate any anthropogenic effect (type I errors) and then a second time through the lens of trying not to understate any anthropogenic effect (type II errors). This approach is important because many times scientists try to “reject a null hypothesis,” which is a good approach but has its flaws. The "null hypothesis" approach is like saying if they don't have evidence to be sure of something, they will default to a "nothing is happening" explanation. The problem is that with weak evidence, they might fail to conclusively reject a null hypothesis even if the balance of evidence suggests an alternative hypothesis is more likely. But looking at it through both lenses gives both a conservative and aggressive bound for the problem.

In addition, the same authors published “Tropical Cyclones and Climate Change Assessment: Part II: Projected Response to Anthropogenic Warming” in 2020, which contains projections of future activity. This research looks at model projections of hurricane behavior assuming 2°C of anthropogenic global warming. To get a sense for the timeline that these projections would be relevant for, we can again use the study that projected I found research published in January of 2022 that looked at this and put their conclusions right in the headline: “Plausible 2005–2050 emissions scenarios project between 2 and 3 degrees C of warming by 2100.” They found a median of 2.2°C of warming by 2100, so the projections from the hurricane survey could be said to roughly correspond to a little under 80 years away. I'll be referring to these studies throughout this post as Part I and Part II of the 11-expert assessment.

Frequency — All Hurricanes

Present

Part I of the 11-expert assessment surveyed the literature for changes in global hurricane frequency. They concluded:


global TC and hurricane frequency since 1970 … [shows] no strong evidence for trends.



I wanted to look at the data myself and fortunately, the author of the primary research the assessment cited, maintains a site, climatlas.com, which keeps an up-to-date graph of global hurricane frequency over time. Here’s what it shows:

[image: hurricane]

In this graph, “Major Hurricanes” refers to categories 3–5 on the Saffir–Simpson scale (5 is the highest possible score), and “All Hurricanes” contains categories 1–5. It’s pretty clear that there are cyclical trends in the data here, but I don’t see any obvious overall upward or downward trend.

Future Projections

But what about future projections? Many reports have made projections for future changes in hurricane frequency. The 2012 IPCC Special Report of Extreme Events states that (italics in the original):


It is likely that the global frequency of tropical cyclones will either decrease or remain essentially unchanged.



Following on that, the 2019 SROCC says (my bolding):


IPCC AR5 concluded that there was low confidence in any longterm increases in TC activity globally and in attribution of global changes to any particular cause (Bindoff et al. 2013; Hartmann et al. 2013). Based on process understanding and agreement in 21st century projections, it is likely that the global TC frequency will either decrease or remain essentially unchanged



We can also look at part II of the 11-expert assessment for their projection. Here’s Figure 1 from that paper:

[image: hurricane]

The first thing I noticed is that the ranges are incredibly large. The range in every basin overlaps with 0% change, indicating that it’s possible absolutely nothing is changing at all in terms of frequency. And the uncertainties for the North Atlantic and North Indian basins are incredibly large. In both of those cases, the median change is a decrease, but there could also be an increase, and there’s about a 5% chance that the frequency doubles. It’s also interesting that the median value for global percent change is noticeably negative, somewhere around -15%. So it seems likely that hurricanes will decrease globally, but there’s a good chance they remain essentially unchanged.

Frequency — Intense Hurricanes

Present

What about if we focus solely on the most intense (and therefore destructive) hurricanes — are they becoming more frequent? It seems the evidence here is more mixed. I found a study from 2005 called “Changes in Tropical Cyclone Number, Duration, and Intensity in a Warming Environment” (full text available in this homework assignment) stating that:


hurricanes in the strongest categories (4 + 5) have almost doubled in number (50 per pentad [five year period] in the 1970s to near 90 per pentad during the past decade) and in proportion (from around 20% to around 35% during the same period).



However, it doesn’t seem like this analysis has held up very well. The 2010 paper Tropical cyclones and climate change mentions this study and states that “Other studies contested this finding, based on concerns about data quality and the short record-length relative to multidecadal variability in the northwest Pacific” (references to these disputes are provided in the 2010 paper).

Looking at the graph of Global Major Hurricane Frequency and focusing on the lower line for major hurricanes, again, I don’t see any clear upward or downward trend.

Future Projections

There has been some evidence from modeling that there could be an increase in the frequency of the most intense hurricanes. For example, from the 2018 IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 °C (SR15):


Tropical cyclones are projected to decrease in frequency but with an increase in the number of very intense cyclones (limited evidence, low confidence).



Looking at part II of the 11-expert assessment again, it seems there’s a greater chance that these are increasing than there was for all hurricanes, but the median value is basically right at 0%. Looking at all the regions, it’s not at all clear that these values are changing.
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It was also interesting to see how the experts from the survey were divided on this issue. The paper said:


In summary, author opinion was divided on whether the global frequency of very intense (e.g., category 4–5) TCs will increase or not, with the confidence in an increase ranging from low (three authors), to low-to-medium (two), to medium (one), to medium-to-high (four) to high (one).



My takeaway is that it seems more likely than not that there will be around a 15–30% increase in very intense hurricanes, although this is quite uncertain.

Intensity

Present

A 2013 study on “Trend Analysis with a New Global Record of Tropical Cyclone Intensity” looked at changes in hurricane intensity. They found that the evidence was suggestive of an increase in global hurricane intensity, but the data wasn’t statistically significant. However, they followed it up in 2020 with more recent data and found that there was a statistically significant increase.

But remember, we’re not just looking for change over time, but change due to anthropogenic factors. Although it’s consistent with the theory that human-caused climate change has caused this, there is a myriad of other factors, and as Koonin notes, the study did not distinguish between them (my bolding):


Ultimately, there are many factors that contribute to the characteristics and observed changes in TC intensity, and this work makes no attempt to formally disentangle all of these factors. In particular, the significant trends identified in this empirical study do not constitute a traditional formal detection, and cannot precisely quantify the contribution from anthropogenic factors. From a storyline, balance-of-evidence, or Type-II error avoidance perspective (e.g., refs. 6 and 45), the consistency of the trends identified here with expectations based on physical understanding and greenhouse warming simulations increases confidence that TCs have become substantially stronger, and that there is a likely human fingerprint on this increase. Given the well-understood impacts and risk that increasingly powerful TCs carry with them, strict adherence to Type-I error avoidance could be considered overly conservative.



So it seems like hurricanes might be getting more intense, but the effect is small. It’s not clear that this is caused by climate change, but experts think it is likely.

Future Projections

The 2010 Tropical cyclones and climate change paper stated the following:


future projections based on theory and high-resolution dynamical models consistently indicate that greenhouse warming will cause the globally averaged intensity of tropical cyclones to shift towards stronger storms, with intensity increases of 2–11% by 2100



The lead author on that paper works at NOAA’s Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Laboratory and keeps this excellent site up-to-date on global warming and hurricanes. On it, he said the following:


Tropical cyclone intensities globally are projected to increase (medium to high confidence) on average (by 1 to 10% according to model projections for a 2 degree Celsius global warming). This change would imply an even larger percentage increase in the destructive potential per storm, assuming no reduction in storm size. Storm size responses to anthropogenic warming are uncertain.



The Part II of 11-expert assessment (of which the above author is a member) looked at 15 global estimates for hurricane intensity based on 2°C of anthropogenic global warming and found them all to be between 0–10% increases.
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The modal value here is a 4% increase. My takeaway is that a 4% or some other single-digit percentage increase in intensity over the next 80 years seems like our best guess.

As far as Koonin’s claim goes, he was referring to changes that had happened up to the present, not future projections. Also, he was referring to changes “attributable to human influences,” which the study that found an increase in hurricane intensity did not find. My takeaway is that I don’t believe there is convincing evidence that human-caused climate change has made an impact, which is consistent with his claim.

The Atlantic Exception

But given all of the above, how did we get the alarming statement from the 2014 NCA? I printed it at the top, but I’ll repeat it here:


The intensity, frequency, and duration of North Atlantic hurricanes, as well as the frequency of the strongest (Category 4 and 5) hurricanes, have all increased since the early 1980s. The relative contributions of human and natural causes to these increases are still uncertain. Hurricane-associated storm intensity and rainfall rates are projected to increase as the climate continues to warm.



It was paired with this alarming graph of increasing Power Dissipation Index (PDI). PDI is an aggregate of hurricane frequency, intensity, and duration into a single index — you can think of it like total hurricane power over a season.[image: hurricane]

Koonin says that the graph shown in the 2014 NCA is misleading. The graph of increasing PDI is just a subset of the graph from this paper, except that it has zoomed in on a specific region to highlight the increase. With the historical context, the growth in PDI seems to be within natural variability.
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When I first read the NCA statement, I had assumed that they were focusing on North Atlantic hurricanes because it’s a U.S.-based report and North Atlantic hurricanes have the largest impact on the U.S. I had also assumed that global trends were roughly following a similar trajectory. I realized now that that assumption is not correct — Atlantic hurricane behavior is quite anomalous compared to global trends.

Part I of the 11-expert assessment split hurricane activity into regions, and you can see the different behavior for North Atlantic hurricanes here:

[image: hurricane]

You can see the increase in Atlantic hurricane intensity here, but the various trends don't match my intuition for an effect driven by global warming. My thought is that if global warming were causing more intense hurricanes, they would be more intense everywhere (within some variability), not just in the Atlantic. But it seems that hurricane maximum intensity is decreasing in other basins and that there’s no clear overall trend. In terms of isolating human-caused climate change, this doesn’t seem like a clear signal to me.

There is a section in the full text of the Sixth IPCC AR, which came out in 2021 (after Koonin published his book), that specifically addresses hurricanes in the Atlantic.


there is still no consensus on the relative magnitude of human and natural influences on past changes in Atlantic hurricane activity, and particularly on which factor has dominated the observed increase (Ting et al., 2015) and it remains uncertain whether past changes in Atlantic TC activity are outside the range of natural variability



The contrast between this sentence (which I felt was rather hard to find on page 2862 of the full report) and the headline from the 2014 NCA is striking. And it’s not that the evidence has gotten weaker, because the statement from the 2021 AR6 is nearly identical to the statement from Tropical cyclones and climate change nearly a decade prior that was mentioned before: “Therefore, it remains uncertain whether past changes in tropical cyclone activity have exceeded the variability expected from natural causes.” As Koonin points out, if we don’t know that hurricane activity has changed beyond natural variability, then how can we even begin to say that it’s being caused by human influences?

It does seem like hurricanes in this basin got more intense from the 1980s to 2010. (I haven’t been able to find the same graph that includes the last decade). However, I don’t think it is clear that this is a result of human-caused climate change. The fact this increase is only happening in the Atlantic basin makes me think it’s more likely to be associated with natural variability, although I have low confidence in all of this. This also means it’s hard to say what will happen in the future.

Precipitation

Present

Unlike some of the other effects, there’s a relatively simple mechanism behind the climate’s effect on hurricane precipitation. As the air is warmer, it holds more water vapor, and an atmosphere with more water vapor leads to more precipitation. In addition, the amount of precipitation that falls on a single area is a function of how long the hurricane is above that area. Thus, slower hurricanes dump more water on a specific region than faster ones. So there are multiple reasons precipitation may change as the climate changes.

There was a lot of recent research about climate change and hurricane precipitation from Hurricane Harvey, so I’m going to start there. Hurricane Harvey was a Category 4 hurricane famous for flooding Houston, Texas in 2017. It produced record-breaking rainfall over three days in Houston. The National Hurricane Center Tropical Cyclone Report on Hurricane Harvey says that Harvey was responsible for “at least 68 direct deaths.” Fortunately for us, it was also a well-studied hurricane, and many researchers were looking into how much human-caused climate change affected it.

As we’ve seen, it is really hard to determine how much of a change in hurricane behavior is due to human-caused climate change versus other factors. However, studies that link disasters directly to human-caused climate change have started appearing. These are known as “attribution studies.” They rely on counterfactual models of the world. That is, asking the question “What would have happened in a world without human-caused climate change?” Attribution studies are hard — Koonin says this, climatologists say this, everyone seems to agree about this. As Koonin says, the whole basis of science is the ability to check your results against real data. We’re not able to do that in counterfactual models. That doesn’t mean we throw them all out, but it does mean we should be less sure of them. As Koonin points out, even the World Meteorological Organization warns against attributing a single event to human-caused climate change.


any single event, such as a severe tropical cyclone, cannot be attributed to human-induced climate change.



However, these attribution studies are trying to do just that. For example, one study on the economic costs of Hurricane Harvey estimated the anthropogenic influence of climate change. Here’s what they found:


In this paper, we use a probabilistic event attribution framework to estimate the costs associated with Hurricane Harvey that are attributable to anthropogenic influence on the climate system. Results indicate that the “fraction of attributable risk” for the rainfall from Harvey was likely about at least a third with a preferable/best estimate of three quarters. With an average estimate of damages from Harvey assessed at about US$90bn, applying this fraction gives a best estimate of US$67bn, with a likely lower bound of at least US$30bn, of these damages that are attributable to the human influence on climate.



One study on Attributable Human-Induced Changes in the Likelihood and Magnitude of the Observed Extreme Precipitation during Hurricane Harvey found the following:


We find that human-induced climate change likely increased the chances of the observed precipitation accumulations during Hurricane Harvey in the most affected areas of Houston by a factor of at least 3.5.



Another study looking at Hurricane Harvey concluded this:


we conclude that global warming made the precipitation about 15% (8%–19%) more intense, or equivalently made such an event three (1.5–5) times more likely.”



Another study had this to say:


The 60 member ensemble simulations suggest that post-1980 climate warming could have contributed to the extreme precipitation that fell on southeast Texas during 26–29 August 2017 [that’s Hurricane Harvey] by approximately 20%, with an interquartile range of 13%–37%.



I don’t know how much weight to put on these studies. The ranges of increased precipitation seem to overlap between the studies, so that gives me higher confidence in these results. I’m sure the exact numbers can be debated, but this is evidence that human-caused climate change has changed hurricane behavior in a way that led to billions of dollars of additional damage. I expect that because they are attribution studies is part of the reason Koonin doesn’t mention them.

But if we don’t put any weight into model-based studies like these, I’m not sure how we would ever tease out how much impact human influences are having in any useful timescale. If better data were available, we could throw out the weaker data and just rely on the good stuff. But other than waiting 100 years for enough data, I don’t think there is better data available. So we’ve got to accept model-based data, and we’ll have to weigh it appropriately (which is not 0 but also not 100%).

I did look for studies that modeled Hurricane Harvey and found no effect from human-caused climate change, but I didn’t find any.

All of these studies fed into the Sixth IPCC Assessment Report (AR6), which concluded:


There is high confidence that anthropogenic climate change contributed to extreme rainfall amounts during Hurricane Harvey (2017) and other intense TCs.



Given what I had read and the fact that AR6 stated they had “high confidence” in this, I was feeling like the case was pretty strong at this point. So I started looking for counter-evidence from other methods, or at least other opinions. And I found some. In particular, the 11-expert assessment had reviewed the evidence that human-caused climate change increased Hurricane Harvey’s precipitation as well. Here is the conclusion from their section on Hurricane Harvey:


In summary, from a type I error perspective, the author team had low confidence that anthropogenic influence specifically on hurricane precipitation rates has been detected. Alternatively, from the perspective of reducing type II errors, all authors concluded that the balance of evidence suggests that there has been a detectable long-term increase in occurrence of Hurricane Harvey–like extreme precipitation events in the eastern Texas region, and that anthropogenic forcing has contributed to this increase.



That’s what we’re left with. The “balance of evidence suggests” anthropogenic effects. So it seems like it is the case that we have enough evidence to suggest Hurricane Harvey was worse because of human-caused climate change, but how much worse is not possible to quantify, and even this evidence isn’t a slam dunk.

Future Projections

We can also look at future projections from part 2 of that survey in this graph.

[image: hurricane]

Similar to the present case for increased precipitation, this is the strongest evidence for a future projection we’ve seen so far.

Other reports, such as the 2019 SROCC, also expect precipitation rates to increase (italics in the original):


There is medium confidence … that average TCs precipitation rates (for a given storm) will increase by at least 7% per degree Celsius SST [Sea Surface Temperature] warming, owing to higher atmospheric water vapour content



Because the evidence for increased precipitation seems the strongest, I was curious about how much it mattered. How significant is precipitation in hurricane damage? So I found a study on the cause of death in the United States directly attributable to Atlantic tropical cyclones, 1963–2012. They show that storm surges, which are the temporary rises in water levels generated by a storm, are the most significant factor. But right behind them is rain, causing 27% of total deaths in the U.S. from hurricanes.
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So any change in either total precipitation or the distribution of the precipitation should be taken very seriously.

The Long Tail

But it’s not just the median we should be aware of. As well as understanding the more likely outcomes, we need a sense of what the worst outcomes could be and how we’ll know if we’re on or near that path. We have to be concerned about long-tail outcomes. We need to understand how bad they are and how to know if we’re getting too close to them. To understand the worst case scenarios, let’s look at hurricanes again. One thing we've seen is that the concern about increasingly destructive hurricanes stems from model-based projections of their behavior, not changes we’ve seen so far (remember, there’s not even consensus that hurricane behavior has changed beyond natural variability). This is important to keep in mind for several reasons. One is that the projections of worse hurricanes are not guaranteed to happen. Another is that it means we are possibly headed into a world where hurricanes are far more destructive, so the current data may not be useful for predicting the future.

Still, even though the bad scenarios are unlikely, we still have to consider them and continuously evaluate their probability. To see what the bad scenarios would look like, take a look at (a) in the figure below. This is from the website Global Warming and Hurricanes, which is maintained by the lead author of the 11-expert assessment and the 2010 article “Tropical cyclones and climate change.” This is the type of thing that worries me.
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The top graph shows hurricane PDI dramatically increasing, ending up with a 300% increase by 2100. How concerned should we be about this? Here are two paragraphs from the site that discuss this:


Model-based climate change detection/attribution studies have linked increasing tropical Atlantic SSTs to increasing greenhouse gases, but proposed links between increasing greenhouse gases and hurricane PDI or frequency has been based on statistical correlations. The statistical linkage of Atlantic hurricane PDI to Atlantic SST suggests at least the possibility of a large anthropogenic influence on Atlantic hurricanes. If this statistical relation between tropical Atlantic SSTs and hurricane activity is used to infer future changes in Atlantic hurricane activity, the implications are sobering: the large increases in tropical Atlantic SSTs projected for the late 21st century would imply very substantial increases in hurricane destructive potential–roughly a 300% increase in the PDI by 2100 (Figure 1a).

On the other hand, Swanson (2008) and others noted that Atlantic hurricane power dissipation is also well-correlated with other SST indices besides tropical Atlantic SST alone, and in particular with indices of Atlantic SST relative to tropical mean SST (e.g., Figure 1b from Vecchi et al. 2008). This is in fact a crucial distinction, because while the statistical relationship between Atlantic hurricanes and local Atlantic SST shown in the upper panel of Figure 1 would imply a very large increases in Atlantic hurricane activity (PDI) due to 21st century greenhouse warming, the alternative statistical relationship between the PDI and the relative SST measure shown in the lower panel of Figure 1 would imply only modest future long-term trends of Atlantic hurricane activity (PDI) with greenhouse warming. In the latter case, the alternative relative SST measure in the lower panel does not change very much over the 21st century, even with substantial Atlantic warming projections from climate models, because, crucially, the warming projected for the tropical Atlantic in the models is not very different from that projected for the tropics as a whole.



Ultimately, it comes down to a question of how much increased greenhouse gases will affect Atlantic hurricane PDI. We know there is a tight connection between greenhouse gases and global mean temperature. The underlying physics is (relatively) straightforward and the evidence is solid. But that’s not the case for greenhouse gases and Atlantic hurricane PDI. Take a look at the graph below taken from the same site and compare how Global Mean Temperature changes over time to that of Adjusted Hurricane Counts (it’s adjusted to correct for changes in our ability to detect hurricanes):
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Global Mean Temperature is clearly rising, but to my eyes, the Adjusted Hurricane Counts isn’t. It was at a high point recently, but that looks entirely within natural variability to me. The website goes into more detail, but the summary is (bolded in the original):


In short, the historical Atlantic hurricane frequency record does not provide compelling evidence for a substantial greenhouse warming-induced long-term increase.



This drives the point home for me. The current amount of climate change has not clearly changed hurricane frequency.

Hurricane Conclusion

Whether you skipped the science to get here or went through the deep dive with me, let's look at our takeaways and what they mean about Koonin's book. Koonin’s statement that “hurricanes and tornadoes show no changes attributable to human influences'' is not entirely accurate. In particular, there is fairly strong evidence that precipitation has increased because of human-caused climate change, with research on Hurricane Harvey providing the bulk of the evidence. As precipitation is a significant factor in the number of deaths and destruction a hurricane causes, I think Koonin was mistaken to overlook it.

One surprising thing is that his statement, as broad and general as it was, only became clearly wrong in the last few years. Overall, other than in precipitation, the past changes in hurricane activity, even those in the Atlantic, seem more like natural variation. There may be an effect from human influences there, but if so it’s small enough not to easily stand out.

The median projections for hurricane changes with 2°C of anthropogenic global warming are: around 0%  change in frequency, around a 5% increase in intensity, and just below 15% increase in precipitation. Although these are significant, I think Koonin is right to say the projected changes are not catastrophic.

Tornadoes and the Weirdness of the Climate

According to Koonin, the situation with tornadoes is entirely unclear. NOAA has been recording more tornadoes in recent years, but Koonin makes a convincing argument that this is due to improvements in our ability to detect weak tornadoes and not to an actual change in the frequency of them. In 1950, the weakest tornadoes (EF0 on the Enhanced Fujita Scale) were 20% of the total. Today, we are able to detect them even in unpopulated areas with radar, and they account for 60% of all tornadoes. As these graphs from this paper published early in 2022 show, the increase in tornado frequency completely disappears when looking at tornadoes of EF1 or higher. In fact, the strongest tornadoes appear to be becoming less frequent.
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One thing Koonin does a wonderful job of is helping readers appreciate how weird the climate is. For reasons that are not yet clear, there seems to be a trend in tornadoes leaving the Central and Southern Great Plains and shifting towards the Midwest and Southeast. There are all sorts of counterintuitive effects going on. For example, he showed Figure 9.3 from the 2017 CSSR (reproduced below):
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What’s the takeaway here? As the climate has warmed, fewer days have tornadoes. But those days are having more tornadoes. So, are the same-day tornadoes connected in some way? Is climate change causing tornadoes to travel in groups now? (What’s the group noun for a bunch of tornadoes? Herds? Caravans? Is it a whirlwind of tornadoes? Or are they more like lemurs — a conspiracy of tornadoes? OK, I’ll stop. But anyway, based on this figure, we need a word for it.)

It seems that the current state of climate knowledge about tornadoes is that it’s really unclear what is going on. For example, Koonin points to this statement from the 2012 IPCC Special Report of Extreme Events:


There is low confidence in projections of small-scale phenomena such as tornadoes because competing physical processes may affect future trends and because climate models do not simulate such phenomena.



I think there’s an important point here. There are some things, like the graph we saw in the modeling section of CO2 emission and global warming, that tell a relatively straightforward story. But there are a lot of times when the data don’t conform to any simple story. Temperature increase reduces tornado days? Hotter tornadoes come in flocks? I don’t know, but that alone is an important takeaway from this book. Climate is complex and it’s not clear what “changing” it will do!

Precipitation, Drought, and the Hydrological Cycle

There is clear evidence that the hydrological cycle is changing as the climate changes. Koonin says “The hydrological cycle is expected to intensify as the globe warms.” This means that dry areas will become drier and wet areas wetter. This can lead to both more flooding and more droughts. Many of these effects will be local, so global averages won’t tell the entire story. Koonin provides a graph similar to the one below from the EPA, where you can see that although the U.S. annual precipitation has gone up 0.6% per decade, it is small compared to the yearly fluctuations.
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But even this covers up regional variation. Since 1901, precipitation has increased in the Northeast, Midwest, and Great Plains while it has decreased in the Southeast and Southwest. Due to all of this, Koonin concludes that it’s “hard to draw any solid conclusions about the relative roles of human influence and natural variability.”

However, we have seen precipitation get, as Koonin says, “lumpier.” A higher proportion of total precipitation comes from intense rainfall. More and more places in the U.S. are being hit with larger single-day precipitation. Another notable trend is the decrease in snow cover in the northern hemisphere (where 98% of the snow is). The drop is most noticeable from the 1970’s to the 1990’s and seems mostly flat since then.

Drought is also something that isn’t happening on a national scale, but is certainly happening in some regions. Koonin points to the EPA’s drought indicator to show that, when averaged across the contiguous U.S., there’s not a clear trend. However, he says “drought is a serious issue for regions within the US, as it has been for millennia.”
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His main counter to the narrative that droughts are getting worse is that droughts have also been very bad in the past. So if the lumpiness of precipitation is causing droughts to become worse, it’s not worse in a “never before seen” way. Indeed, he quotes the IPCC AR5 as saying:


There is high confidence for droughts during the last millennium of greater magnitude and longer duration than those observed since the beginning of the 20th century in many regions.



Regarding California, where droughts have been particularly prominent in the news, Koonin says “the state has moved toward drought since 2000; it remains to be seen whether that will persist in the coming decades.”

Wildfires and the Ways Humans Affect the Planet

Koonin is broadly skeptical of the claims that there has been an increase in wildfires, and in particular, claims that these can be attributed to human-caused climate change. He admits that the drier conditions caused by climate change will lead to more fires, but lays out a convincing argument that this isn’t the most significant factor. He concludes:


Whatever influence a changing climate might have had on wildfires globally in recent decades, human factors unrelated to climate were dominant.



My takeaways were that the wildfire data is messy for a broad variety of reasons, so it’s hard to say exactly what is causing what. My overall reading of the evidence Koonin laid out is that there probably is an effect due to human-caused climate change, but it seems to be dwarfed by effects due to other human activity.

I took a positive message from this chapter. Stopping human-caused climate change will be incredibly difficult, in part because it requires global cooperation. But reducing wildfire seems so much more solvable — the most significant factors are all local. I particularly agreed with his final point about how we talk about wildfires:


By making the conversation about wildfires only one of unavoidable doom due to “climate change,” we miss an opportunity to take steps that would more directly curtail these catastrophes.



Sea Levels and the Anthropogenic Contribution

Sea levels are rising. Koonin says the continuous rise of sea levels is clear and shows it in a plot of Global Mean Sea Level.
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But Koonin says the cause for the rise is not as clear:


The question is not whether sea level is rising — it’s been doing that for the past 20,000 years. Instead, what we want to know is whether human influences are accelerating that rise.



Koonin claims that measuring sea level rise is difficult and disentangling effects is not easy. One aspect that makes it hard is that sea level changes by different amounts in different places. He says that sea levels around Eugene Island on the Gulf Coast are rising 9.65 mm per year while sea levels around Skagway, Alaska are falling at a rate of 17.91 mm per year.

He says it’s not clear how much effect humans are having and how sea level rise will change in the future. He thinks some of the climate reports, specifically the 2017 CSSR, present a picture of sea levels rising at an increasing rate as the planet has warmed, but it’s not clear that this is causing the high rates. To see the trend more clearly, Koonin points to a graph of estimates of GMSL trends from IPCC AR5.
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I agree with Koonin that there isn’t a clear pattern of the rate increasing as carbon emissions have grown. He says the sea level trend rises and falls with the Atlantic Multidecadal Oscillation (AMO), which has about a 60-year cycle. We’re at the top of a cycle right now, so he believes that it is “reasonable to expect that the rate will decline again during the next few decades.” I see his point but I think it’s hard to predict anything with confidence.

His summary is:


We don’t know how much of the rise in global sea levels is due to human-caused warming and how much is a product of long-term natural cycles… There’s little doubt that by contributing to warming we have contributed to sea level rise, but there’s also scant evidence that this contribution has been or will be significant, much less disastrous.



This was one of the parts where I understood where he was coming from but had a difference in emphasis. I do agree that it’s important to know if the rise is based on human influences. Primarily because if it’s not, we completely decarbonize the economy overnight, it’s not going to stop sea levels rise. But for me, the important takeaway of sea levels is that they are rising and not only that, the rate that they are rising has been going up in recent decades and is far higher than what it has been through the time period we have precise data for. We’re not sure exactly how much is due to a warming planet, but basic science tells us that it will contribute at least some amount.

Summarizing the State of Climate Science

Koonin provides a tremendous amount of information in this book. For the parts I checked the references, I generally agreed with his interpretations. My biggest disagreement with him lies in what to emphasize when compressing all of this information into a useful, scientifically-accurate summary. Koonin offers the following summary of the state of climate science (my bolding):


The earth has warmed during the past century, partly because of natural phenomena and partly in response to growing human influences. These human influences (most importantly the accumulation of CO2 from burning fossil fuels) exert a physically small effect on the complex climate system. Unfortunately, our limited observations and understanding are insufficient to usefully quantify either how the climate will respond to human influences or how it varies naturally. However, even as human influences have increased fivefold since 1950 and the globe has warmed modestly, most severe weather phenomena remain within past variability. Projections of future climate and weather events rely on models demonstrably unfit for the purpose.



Although I agree with some of his summary, I object to a few aspects:


	The use of the word “small” to describe human influences. The warming due to human influences might be small on some scales, but it’s not small relative to the amount that could cause disasters. For example, a 5°C temperature difference might be small compared to, say, the daily temperature variation, but it would be enough to significantly change the climate. Small implies insignificant, but human influences are significant. So maybe we could compromise with “small yet significant”?

	Our observations and understanding aren't entirely insufficient. As we saw in the hurricane section, models suggested that we should see an increase in average hurricane intensity, and in 2020, we did. That certainly suggests these models are useful. Other studies have found that historical models have made good estimates as well. I think Koonin is painting with too broad a brush when dismissing all climate models.

	He thinks about uncertainty in a way that I think is unwise given the subject matter. He highlights the uncertainty around an effect occurring, which makes it seem insignificant. But I think it’s better to highlight the uncertainty around the future state, i.e. whether the planet will continue to be comfortable for humans to live on. It’s much more significant that we don’t have certainty about the future state of the planet than whether a specific effect is occurring or not.



Cost of Climate Change

Impact on the Economy

In his book, Koonin also addresses the impacts climate change will have on the economy. He claims that “Global warming won’t have much impact on the economy.” To make his point, he presents this graph from chapter 29 of the 2018 NCA that shows how much impact various temperatures will have on the U.S. economy (note that these are in Fahrenheit, so 2–3 degrees Celsius would be 3.6–5.4 degrees Fahrenheit).
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This graph shows estimates of the damage to U.S. GDP based on temperature change. To think about this in context we can again use the study that projected between 2 and 3 degrees C of warming by 2100.

But Koonin examines more of a worst-case scenario estimate — imagining temperatures increased by 5°C (9°F). According to this chart, there would be a 4% decrease in U.S. GDP.

How significant would this be? It’s certainly billions of dollars, but Koonin suggests we look at this number in context. The U.S. GDP today is about $20 trillion. Projecting U.S. growth out to 2100 is highly uncertain, but estimated 2% annual growth. I thought some people might object to that so I added 1% growth as well. Here’s what U.S. GDP would look like under four scenarios:
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Looking at this graph, the total impact of climate change, even though it’s in the billions of dollars, looks small. As Koonin points out, another way to think about this is in terms of delay. With 2% economic growth, the U.S. will reach $95 trillion in GDP, 4.75 times more than today. If U.S. GDP is decreased by 4%, then it will eat up two years of economic growth, so we wouldn’t reach that level until 2102. Some people might object to a projection of 2% economic growth, so I added 1% growth, in which case GDP would be about $44 trillion and the impact of climate change would cost about four years of economic growth.

Koonin seems to have confidence in these projections, but I’m more skeptical. It seems to me that economic damage happens sporadically, and the most significant factor is human decisions, not climate. The most economically impactful weather event recently was the winter storm of February 2021 in Texas. After days of heavy winter storms, the Texas power grid shut down, which left 4.5 million homes and businesses without power and caused 246 deaths. The city of Austin wrote an after action report that listed the total economic damage at $195 billion dollars.

This is an incredible amount of money, but how much is due to human-caused climate change? Did human influences make this more likely? Or would a warming planet make this less likely? If there is a connection, that doesn’t make it easy to tease out the damage. Say human-caused climate change made this event 5% worse than it would have been otherwise, would that make the economic damage 5% worse? Certainly not, because the relationship between severity of weather events and amount of destruction is highly nonlinear; all effects up to a certain point are minor until something reaches a breaking point and then, bam, suddenly the levee breaks resulting in billions in damages. So, if there was a definite connection, maybe we should attribute nearly all of the economic damage to human causes.

But all of this misses an even more important aspect – human decisions. The Texas Tribune reports that “Texas leaders failed to heed warnings that left the state’s power grid vulnerable to winter extremes, experts say.”


Texas politicians and regulators were warned after the 2011 storm that more “winterizing” of power infrastructure was necessary, a report by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and the North American Electric Reliability Corporation shows. The large number of units that tripped offline or couldn’t start during that storm “demonstrates that the generators did not adequately anticipate the full impact of the extended cold weather and high winds,” regulators wrote at the time. More thorough preparation for cold weather could have prevented the outages, the report said.



So how much of the damage should we chalk up to human-caused climate change? I have no idea. But in a book where Koonin questions so many numbers, I thought he should have been more skeptical of these.

There are other ways to look at this. By examining the hurricane data, we can see why the economic damage is occurring. It’s commonly said that economic damage from hurricanes has increased dramatically. And for good reason – a 2012 study on economic damages of hurricanes found exactly that. However, Koonin points out that there’s a detail here that many people have missed. Here’s an excerpt from a 2012 study on economic damage from hurricanes:


In recent decades, economic damage from tropical cyclones (TCs) around the world has increased dramatically. Scientific literature published to date finds that the increase in losses can be explained entirely by societal changes (such as increasing wealth, structures, population, etc.) in locations prone to tropical cyclone landfalls, rather than by changes in annual storm frequency or intensity… The evidence in this study provides strong support for the conclusion that increasing damage around the world during the past several decades can be explained entirely by increasing wealth in locations prone to TC landfalls



I found a 2018 study that looked at this. Here’s an excerpt from their abstract:


Continental United States (CONUS) hurricane-related inflation-adjusted damage has increased significantly since 1900. However, since 1900 neither observed CONUS landfalling hurricane frequency nor intensity shows significant trends, including the devastating 2017 season… Growth in coastal population and regional wealth are the overwhelming drivers of observed increases in hurricane-related damage. As the population and wealth of the United States has increased in coastal locations, it has invariably led to the growth in exposure and vulnerability of coastal property along the U.S. Gulf and East Coasts.



So, every new decade we should expect more economic damage, not because hurricanes are getting worse, but rather because we have more people who have more nice things that can get damaged (and a predilection for placing those things on beachfront property). I don’t think this is what people think when they hear that hurricanes are causing more damage every year.

It’s not just in the U.S., but worldwide, the numbers don’t look that different. Koonin points out the Working Group II contribution (which focuses on impacts of climate change) for the fifth IPCC Assessment Report (the most recent that Working Group II had completed). They looked at estimates of net global impact from rising temperatures. Here is their estimates of the total impact of climate change from chapter 10 of their report:


Estimates agree on the size of the impact (small relative to economic growth), and 17 of the 20 impact estimates shown in Figure 10–1 are negative.
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The impacts are negative, but let’s think about these numbers. All but a couple of outliers predict less than 3% impact on welfare. This was, again, smaller than I had expected. I find it interesting that a couple of studies found a small amount of warming would have a positive impact on the economy. Koonin cites economist Richard Tol suggesting that a small amount of warming will have a benefit up to about 2.25 degrees Celsius.

One concern I have about this analysis is his reliance on GDP. We have to be cautious when applying it, especially in cases like this. The ugly truth about GDP is that the deaths of massive numbers of poor people is a great tragedy but has minimal impact on GDP. If climate change causes tremendous suffering among the world’s poor and has a relatively small impact in richer nations, GDP will continue to rise, and therefore relying on GDP to measure the impact of climate change will mask a tremendous amount of human suffering. That's exactly what could happen here. A study on The Economic Impacts of Climate Change found that “Negative impacts will be substantially greater in poorer, hotter, and lower-lying countries.” Even within a country, it’s pretty obvious that wealthier people can avoid the worst impacts of climate change, but the poorest can’t. We need to always keep this in the front of our minds when we assess the impact of climate change.

In Koonin’s defense, he’s certainly not the only one to use GDP and I’m not sure what a better metric would be. I would like to use expected lives lost, as it’s much more important, but that’s so dependent on our actions — early warning systems, emergency famine relief, and so on — that it wouldn’t be a good measure by itself either. So maybe GDP is the best single metric, but we don’t have to use only one metric, and we should be skeptical when we see it.

Impact on Food

If GDP alone isn’t the best measure, perhaps to better understand the situation for the world’s poor, we should also look at food prices. Koonin searched the 2019 IPCC Special Report on Climate Change and Land and found the following in the Summary for Policymakers section A.5.4:


In SSP2, global crop and economic models project a median increase of 7.6% (range of 1–23%) in cereal prices in 2050 due to climate change (RCP6.0), leading to higher food prices and increased risk of food insecurity and hunger (medium confidence).



Koonin suggests we look at this in context. He points to the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, which graphed crop prices over time.
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Even if you think about the highest estimate of 23%, it looks like the prices have dropped by more than that in the last decade. I agree with Koonin that the larger context is useful. The summary from the report appears alarming, but imagine if it had instead read “leading to higher food prices and increased risk of food insecurity and hunger, like it was in 2010.”

Koonin also points out that there’s a clear downward trend for all crops in the graph. That’s not because climate change has made things cheaper, it’s because other technologies have made farming cheaper. So even if the impact of climate change pushes prices upwards, it seems entirely possible, even likely, that this overall trend will continue and people will never pay higher prices for these crops.

Public Opinion

Koonin argues that the scientific understanding of climate change does not support the grave outlook of public opinion. We’ve talked a lot about climate science; now let’s look at public opinion. In 2021, a survey of 10,000 young people (ages 16–25) in ten countries was published in The Lancet. This survey was released after Koonin’s book was published, but I think it’s relevant here because it illustrates a point he was getting at. The survey asks a variety of questions about climate anxiety, and I’ve highlighted a section below.
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In the survey, 56% of respondents reported that “humanity is doomed.” I find this both terrifying and sad that so many people believe this. I also think it’s shocking that 39% of people are hesitant to have children because of climate change. It’s prudent to be skeptical of polling data, but even given healthy skepticism, these numbers seem incredibly high to me.

Understanding public opinion is difficult. I’m having trouble reconciling these results with those from the Yale Climate Opinion Maps 2020, which says that only 55% of adults believe “most scientists think global warming is happening.”
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The evidence for global warming is overwhelming. The evidence for humanity’s certain doom is nonexistent. Perhaps most of the difference can be chalked up to the generational difference in the survey population. Whatever it is, these are the concerns and misunderstandings that Koonin is attempting to combat again with this book.

Why Do We Get It Wrong?

Koonin argues that the state of public understanding of climate change is in bad condition. His argument seems bolstered by the Lancet survey. This naturally leads to a question: Why do we get it wrong? Who’s to blame? Koonin lays out the culprits as follows: the media, politicians, scientific institutions, scientists, activists and NGOs, and the public. Naturally, these disparate elements all intermingle and influence each other in complex ways. Although there is no single “mainstream position on climate change,” elements from these various players combine to create what could be called the mainstream position, or, what Koonin somewhat derisively calls, “The Science.”

Every organization or group on Koonin’s list has its own incentives, and these incentives are not always aligned with determining the truth. Koonin starts with the media, where he claims:


Whatever its noble intentions, news is ultimately a business, one that in this digital era increasingly depends upon eyeballs in the form of clicks and shares. Reporting on the scientific reality that there’s hardly been any long-term change in extreme weather events doesn’t fit the ethos of If it bleeds it leads.



He also says:


For some [journalists], “climate change” has become a cause and a mission — to save the world from destruction by humans — so packing alarm into whatever the story is becomes the “right” thing to do, even an obligation.



Koonin says that politicians are in the business of “arousing passions” and have a tendency to misrepresent science to push for their political objectives. Scientific institutions have been pushing The Science even when science tells a more nuanced story. He says even scientists are in some ways to blame — they face conflicting incentives as well because, in their role of determining scientific truth, they face pressure to generate press and secure grant funding. Reporting that there isn’t sufficient data to make a strong conclusion isn’t going to end up on the front page or get more funding.

He says that NGOs have internalized the notion of climate change being bad, and that “the ‘climate crisis’ is their raison d’etre.” Even the public gets apportioned some blame. He says even though it’s understandable that people are concerned about extreme weather, talking about climate change has become a "political minefield," and when he tells people what’s in the IPCC Assessment Reports, people ask if he’s a Trump supporter (to which he says “no” and I say “it’s irrelevant”).

Koonin doesn’t try to solve the problems of the media or our politics, only to illuminate the impacts of them. The solutions to these problems are far outside the scope of the book and, for the most part, Koonin doesn’t dwell on them.

The one solution he does propose is “Red Teaming” the climate reports. This is the practice of having a separate, adversarial group of scientists challenge the climate reports before they are released to reveal any errors or oversights. While I’m not opposed to this idea, it feels like a triflingly small fix given the size of the problem. In general, the problem seems to be the public understanding of the climate reports, not the reports themselves.

Our Response

Although Koonin lays out a strong case that the most alarmist rhetoric around climate change is unfounded, he acknowledges that there is still clear evidence that the climate is changing in some ways that will cause harm. This naturally raises the question, can we prevent it? This is the goal that was enshrined in the 2015 Paris Agreement. The central objective of which is Article 2.a, which commits nations to:


Holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2 °C above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change;



Can we reach that goal? At what cost?

Carbon Reduction

Koonin, quoting the IPCC, lays out what we need to do to reach the Paris Agreement (italics in the original):


according to the UN’s IPCC, if the goal is to limit warming to 2°C, global carbon dioxide emissions must vanish by 2075; if the goal is a rise of no more than 1.5°C, this date becomes 2050



To get a sense for the feasibility of eliminating CO2 emissions, Koonin looks at the trends in global CO2 emissions using a graph similar to the one below. The graph he shows is cumulative but both tell the same story: The 20th century contained explosive growth in CO2 emissions that does not appear to be slowing down.
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It’s hard to look at this graph and think it’s going to go to zero by 2050. In fact, it doesn’t even look like it’s flattening out anytime soon. But we have more than idle speculation — Koonin points to the U.S. Energy Information Agency (EIA), which projects continuing increases in global energy consumption.
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This is total energy, which is not necessarily CO2 emitting. The EIA also separates consumption by energy source, which shows that even if renewables continue to increase at a rapid rate, we will still consume even more carbon-emitting forms of energy in 2050 than we do today.
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He provided another fact that starkly demonstrated how much of a chimera, to use his word, ending carbon emissions is. The COVID-19 pandemic created the biggest shock and reduction in economic activity in decades. It shut down restaurants, bars, and activities across the world in a way that no government policy ever would have been able to (at least in a democracy). But despite all of the restrictions and reductions to our way of life, global CO2 emissions in the first half of 2020 were only down 8.8 percent compared to the same period in 2019.

Based on these factors, Koonin concludes that we will not be able to wean ourselves off of carbon-emitting fuel sources anytime soon. What’s more, he’s concerned that forcing carbon-free policies into a world that is not ready will do more harm to the world’s poorest (italics in the original):


All else being equal, it might be a good thing to eliminate, or even just reduce, CO2 emissions. But all else isn’t equal, so decisions must balance the cost and efficacy of mitigation measures against the certainties and uncertainties in climate science. And where your interests come out in that balancing act will depend in part upon what country you’re in, how wealthy you are, and how much you care about (or whether you’re a member of) the forty percent of humanity that doesn't have access to adequate energy.



The notion of a carbon tax has been debated for quite some time. Richard Tol, writing in “The Economic Impacts of Climate Change,” found that “the optimal carbon tax in the near term is somewhere between a few tens and a few hundreds of dollars per ton of carbon.” Tol, who points out the positive net impact of climate change up to 2.25°C, still thinks there’s an optimal climate tax of $25/tC (or $7/tCO2). Koonin, however, doesn’t think highly of carbon taxes:


I’m less bullish on “forced and urgent” decarbonization, either through a price on carbon or by way of regulation. The impact of human influences on the climate is too uncertain (and very likely too small) compared to the daunting amount of change required to actually achieve the goal of eliminating net global emissions by, say, 2075. And for me, the many certain downsides of mitigation outweigh the uncertain benefits: the world’s poor need growing amounts of reliable and affordable energy, and widespread renewables or fission are currently too expensive, unreliable, or both. I would wait until the science becomes more settled—that is, until the climate’s response to human influences is better determined, or, failing that, until a values consensus emerges or zero-emissions technologies become more feasible—before embarking on a program to tax or regulate greenhouse gas emissions out of existence or to capture and store massive amounts of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.



I don’t know exactly when he would consider the science to be “more settled,” and I’m not expecting a consensus on human values, so I don’t like these constraints. I don’t know what a complete solution will look like, but I imagine it will involve some reductions in emitting carbon. It seems to me that we should think about this on the margin — human-caused climate change likely has negative impacts at the levels of warming that are projected, so we should act to counter it. He still hasn’t convinced me what’s wrong with the following argument: Burning carbon for energy creates negative externalities. One of the best ways to correct for a negative externality is a tax. Therefore, we should tax carbon emissions.

Compared to the amount of detail he went into in other sections, I found this argument underwhelming. I think proposals for a carbon tax deserved a more detailed analysis from him.

Alternatives to Carbon Reduction

Due to the challenges in reducing greenhouse gases, Koonin grew interested in alternative ways to respond to climate change, which he calls “Plans B.” There are two forms of geoengineering that Koonin examines: Solar Radiation Management (SRM) and Carbon Dioxide Removal (CDR). Both approaches have their pros and cons and while Koonin isn’t entirely optimistic about either, he thinks their potential usefulness justifies further study.

Solar Radiation Management (SRM) is essentially putting something in the atmosphere to create stratospheric haze that reflects more sunlight. Even a small amount of added reflectance could have a big impact. He says (italics in the original, p. 46):


If the average albedo were to increase from 0.30 to 0.31, say because of a 5 percent increase in cloudiness, that additional reflectivity would largely compensate for the warming influence of doubling the atmosphere’s CO2.



Although this may sound drastic, it will disperse within a year or two and Koonin says health impacts would be minimal, so any effects, both good and bad, would be temporary. This is both a plus and a negative. On the plus side, geoengineering is an unproven field, so it’s a good thing to be temporary in case it has unforeseen negative effects. On the negative side we’d have to keep doing this year after year, and when we stopped the temperature would rise again.

And SRM will change the climate. Although it’s relatively understudied, Koonin says climate change models suggest it will change precipitation patterns. This is problematic, because changes in precipitation patterns will affect different regions differently, creating winners and losers. That begs the question: Who gets to choose? The answer to this is both surprising and concerning. Despite how crazy the idea might sound, it’s actually not that expensive. Koonin says “a single small nation, a subnational organization, or even a wealthy individual could ‘just do it.’” Although technically feasible, Koonin expects SRM to be very difficult politically. This isn’t surprising; SRM is, as it sounds, intentionally changing the climate to avoid climate change. Also, Koonin doesn’t mention this, but it seems to me that SRM only counters warming, and there are other aspects of increasing atmospheric CO2 that are cause for concern, such as ocean acidification.

The other option Koonin mentions is Carbon Dioxide Removal (CDR). Koonin says this is easy to do, but runs into problems of cost and scale. It costs about $100 to capture and compress one ton of CO2. This may sound cheap, but in order to be meaningful, we would need to remove about ten billion tons of CO2 a year to make a significant impact. So that means we would need to spend a trillion dollars per year. And once that’s done, it’s not clear what we would do with the compressed CO2 once it’s removed. We would need to come up with a way to sequester billions of tons of CO2 into either the ground or underwater which, again, would be difficult at scale.

Koonin also mentions the natural solution to capturing carbon — planting trees. This may also involve genetically altering plants to store more carbon, although this would raise other concerns. Koonin doesn’t entirely dismiss the idea of planting more trees, but his main concerns are about matching the speed and scale (some proposals call for a trillion trees) required for this to play a significant role quickly enough.

Adaptation

Koonin doesn’t think we are going to stop emitting CO2, doesn’t think SRM is politically feasible, and doesn’t think we can do enough CDR to make a difference — so what’s the plan? Here, Koonin makes a clear distinction between what we could do, should do, and will do. Koonin thinks that adaptation will be the primary response to climate change. He likens it to how he, a Californian, deals with earthquakes. He has adapted to it through measures like bolting shelves to the walls, storing a few days worth of food and water, and drilling his children in earthquake safety. There are also community-level adaptations as well, such as earthquake-resistant building codes and early warning systems.

Fortunately, he thinks adaptation will be effective. Unfortunately, he’s unable to come up with a detailed plan or even a price tag. For example, what does mitigation look like for island nations? Koonin says there hasn’t been sufficient study of adaptation:


[There is, as yet, no framework for] laying out the methods, costs, efficacies, and policy levers of various adaptation measures. Rather, the discussion of adaptation is, at best, a dog’s breakfast of anecdotes and possible strategies — more verbiage than content. Policy analysis of adaptation is relatively underdeveloped



Unfortunately, I thought this was one of the weaker parts of the book, especially given its importance. There’s something deeply unsettling about analyzing all of the responses to climate change except for one (adaptation), seeing that the analyzed methods don’t work, and using that to select the one that’s left.

Missing Sections

One drawback of the book is that there are aspects of climate change that Koonin fails to address. I admit it would have been impossible to cover all aspects of climate change in sufficient detail in a popular science book. However, some are important enough to have deserved his attention.

For example, he didn’t spend much time talking about damage to natural ecosystems. I’ve heard lots about ocean acidification, coral reef bleaching, species extinction, and Arctic sea ice loss, but he doesn’t cover these. The evidence for decline in Arctic Sea Ice seems well-established. What should I conclude about the aspects he doesn’t cover? Is the public’s concern appropriate for these? Or have these also been overhyped?

I would have liked to see more discussion on alternative solutions and especially a more detailed plan for adaptation. And, even assuming adaptation was our primary response, what would the best combination of responses be? He concluded that CDR wasn’t enough to solve our CO2 emissions problem, but should it play a role in our response? He didn’t discuss combining the solutions and how that could mitigate some of the impacts. I was also curious what role he thought nuclear energy could, should, and will play, but he doesn’t go into detail about it.

While the lack of these discussions is a detraction from the book, it’s also a compliment to the author. He has insightful takes on a lot of topics, and I would have liked to hear his thoughts on these issues.

Recommendation

I thoroughly enjoyed this book. It takes the reader through the fundamental building blocks of climate science and helps them develop an appreciation for the wonder and complexity of the climate. Anyone who isn't an expert on climate change will come away with a much better understanding of the topic.

I recommend this book to others. In particular, if you believe humanity is doomed because of climate change, or you despair about the future because of climate change, please read this book. You don’t have to agree with everything, but there’s valuable insight in it. I’m grateful to him (and especially all the climate scientists whose back-breaking research went into the papers and reports that are covered in the book) for increasing my knowledge about the topic.

I know from personal conversations and a few Google searches that there’s a lot of opposition out there to this book. Unfortunately, climate change has become a contentious, even tribal, issue. Koonin doesn’t dispute that the climate is changing — sea levels are rising, snow cover is decreasing, and temperatures are warming across the globe. These will create major problems for societies and negatively impact people across the globe. He doesn’t even dispute that humans are having an impact on the climate. But it seems almost heretical when Koonin points out that these impacts don't seem existential. For those of you who, perhaps, tend against recommending a “climate skeptic” book, take a long look at the Lancet survey. Do you think these people have an accurate sense of the current state of climate science? If not, do you think reading this book would do them well?

Closing Thoughts on Climate Change

Although this section is not strictly about the book, I thought it might be useful to describe how I think about climate change after reading it. (If you think it’s not useful, then congratulations! You’ve finished the review). As I said in the beginning, I had an average level of knowledge about climate change and a general assumption that the mainstream narrative was in the ballpark of correct. After reading this book, I’ve updated my thoughts.

It’s interesting to reflect on what I thought was going on with, say, hurricanes before I did this research. Based on the constant drumbeat of alarming climate news, I had assumed that there was overwhelming evidence that hurricanes and other extreme weather events were becoming many times worse than they have been in the pre-industrial world. I didn’t have specific facts or figures in my head, like “hurricanes will be X times more intense.” It was just a general, poorly-defined notion that they were going to be much worse in the future. I had also assumed that their destructiveness today was far beyond their historical range.

But after researching it, I was surprised by how weak or non-existent the evidence for changes in hurricane behavior due to anthropogenic climate change is, especially for catastrophic changes. I do think that hurricanes have, and will continue to, get worse. They will be more dangerous in the future, primarily because rising sea levels will lead to worse storm surges, and increased precipitation will cause more flooding. But a projected 4% increase in intensity is nowhere near the catastrophe that I feared was awaiting us. I wonder how many other people would be in the same situation when confronted with the data.

Saying that hurricane changes are still within natural variability sounds like the “climate denier” position, but I’m not sure what else to conclude when a 2018 study on “Anthropogenic influences on major tropical cyclone events” opened with “There is no consensus on whether climate change has yet affected the statistics of tropical cyclones, owing to their large natural variability and the limited period of consistent observations.” The Sixth IPCC Assessment Report, which is the most recent version of the most important climate report, stated, “it remains uncertain whether past changes in Atlantic TC activity are outside the range of natural variability.”

I agree with Koonin about the disconnect between what the climate reports and scientific literature say about climate change and the public understanding of it. Koonin has convinced me that although climate change is a real and significant concern, it’s not an existential threat. We need to keep the challenges posed by climate change in perspective. There is nothing contradictory about thinking of climate change as being significant but not threatening the existence of our species.

I disagree with Koonin’s conclusions about climate modeling. The worse we are in modeling the future climate (and Koonin argues we’re pretty bad), the more careful we have to be. I think any scenario with greater than a 1% chance of extinction, or even civilizational collapse, should be taken extremely seriously. You wouldn’t get on a plane that had a 1% chance of crashing, right? If a doctor told you you have a 30% chance of something fatal, you wouldn’t go, “well, with all this uncertainty, we’d better not do anything about it.” If you wouldn’t care for your body that way, why would we do this with the planet?

If the climate models were perfect, responding to climate change would be much easier. We could determine that if we pursued policy X it would have impact Y, and we could decide whether that’s worth it or not. We could rank all the possible climate policies (e.g. ban fossil fuels, give out more tote bags, etc.), then draw a line where the marginal cost matches the marginal benefit and support all the policies above the line (at least in theory). But, with uncertainty, it’s a different animal. As we saw with hurricane PDI, we need to be cautious about long tail scenarios that are very dangerous. We also need to factor in the lag time from changes in societal behavior to noticeable changes in the climate. All of this combines to make me want to be more aggressive in responding to climate change.

Another place where I disagree with him is in our response. Koonin thinks that researching geoengineering methods (e.g. SRM and CDR) are akin to taking out an insurance policy. I agree with this, but I consider all the responses he discusses, including carbon-emissions reduction efforts, as an insurance policy. When we’re talking about the climate on the only inhabitable planet in the solar system, we should be extra cautious.

Although Koonin’s solution focused mainly on adaptation, I think we should adopt more of a “many of the above” approach in our response. I agree with Koonin that adaptation will play a large role, but I think we need to put considerable effort into fossil fuel reduction. The Citizens Climate Lobby has proposed a carbon fee and dividend approach which sounds like a good idea to me. I know there are also many cap and trade proposals that would likely reduce carbon emissions. I don’t know the details well enough (Koonin barely mentions them), but this approach seems like it’s the right direction. We can make changes in the wealthier parts of the world without requiring developing nations to adhere to them right away. And the sooner we introduce these changes the more effective they will be.

The cost of energy will continue to be a major issue, especially in developing countries. Fortunately, solar energy continues to get cheaper, and in some cases it is the cheapest form of energy. But people need a source of consistent power, and at the moment fossil fuels are the cheapest. The question of how much pressure to put on carbon-emissions reduction policies is a hard one. Some policies, especially the most drastic ones, condemn poor people to poorer lives. It’s not obvious to me what the right tradeoff is. How much pressure are we really going to put on China and India not to use carbon-emitting energy sources to lift their poor out of poverty? There are real human costs to policies that limit carbon emissions.

Although I think we’ll work through it, it’s going to be difficult for societies to respond to climate change. Climate change is the ultimate tragedy of the commons, and I’m concerned about the ability of our collective civilization to deal with the problem. In the U.S., I fear that acknowledging the reality of climate change has been anathema to conservative worldviews, which has caused a delay in addressing it, and adapting to it is anathema to liberal worldviews, which has — and will continue to — cause delays in mitigating it. One of my greatest concerns about climate change is not that it brings unsolvable problems, but that we won’t solve the problems that it brings.

A Time to Build

Koonin started the chapter on hurricanes with a headline from a Forbes article:


This Era Of Deadly Hurricanes Was Supposed To Be Temporary. Now It’s Getting Worse.



In 1780, a hurricane hit the Lesser Antilles in the Caribbean, killing over 20,000 people. That stands as the deadliest Atlantic hurricane on record. The deadliest natural disaster in American history is still the 1900 hurricane in Galveston, Texas, which killed 6,000–8,000 people. These numbers are frightening. If, as Forbes says, the era of deadly hurricanes is getting worse, we may be in for an awful time.

Fortunately, this, and every other doomsday hurricane prediction, does not have to be true. Whether hurricanes are “getting worse” is a function of, among other things, the amount of damage they cause. This will depend, in many ways, on actions we take. For example, take a look at U.S. hurricane fatalities as recorded in An Analysis of Coastal and Inland Fatalities in Landfalling US Hurricanes:
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The number of people killed by hurricanes has been generally going down. All of this has happened as the world has been heating up. We can reduce fatalities even as the world heats up. The major exception to the downward trend is the 1,963 deaths caused by Hurricane Katrina, which makes up nearly all of the deaths in the 2000s. But this is a story of human choices - these deaths were not inevitable. Indeed, they were preventable. In New Orleans, levees hadn’t been maintained and they failed at less than their design tolerances. What went wrong in New Orleans wasn’t the hurricane, it was the fatal engineering flaws in the city’s flood protection system.

The biggest difference between today and historical hurricanes isn’t the global mean surface temperature or any aspects of the climate, but the amount of technology and infrastructure we have today. One hundred years ago they didn’t have satellites to give them advanced warning, or modern communication, or the transportation system to bring people to safety. Even if we’re unable to reduce the frequency or severity of extreme weather events, we’re better able to reduce the destruction they cause. We can build systems, whether flood barriers, evacuation procedures, or smarter cities, to keep people safe. We should focus more on doing these things and less on alarming people about a projected 4% increase in hurricane intensity.

Rising sea levels are a concern especially for coastal regions. I don’t know the specifics of how each region should best deal with this threat, but I do know that it’s possible to live below sea level. Amsterdam is about two meters below sea level – in fact, about a third of The Netherlands is below sea level – and they seem to be getting along just fine. How can this be? It’s because living near or below sea level is a challenge, but one that can be solved. The Dutch created a huge engineering project known as the Delta Works. It’s been declared one of the seven wonders of the modern world by the American Society of Civil Engineers, and it has allowed the Dutch to live peacefully and prosperously as the climate has changed. Although the specifics will vary in different places, this is a model that the world can follow. It’s time to build.

It’s unfortunate that so many people have fallen into despair about climate change. Not only does it cause the person to suffer, ironically, it’s also often obstructive to problem solving. After reading this book, not only do I think despair is unhelpful, I think it’s completely unjustified by the data. So, to those of you who are either fatalistic about climate change and those of you who think it's not happening: please read this book. Acknowledge what is real. Stop despairing. And let’s all work together to keep people safe from this manageable threat.

Appendix A — List of Acronyms and Abbreviations

AMO — Atlantic Multidecadal Oscillation (AMO), a natural variability occurring in the North Atlantic Ocean with an estimated period of 60-80 years; it has a large effect on hurricane behavior

AR — Assessment Report, these are the reports issued by the IPCC. They are the gold standard of climate information and consist of thousands of pages. They summarize the current state of scientific knowledge as it relates to the climate

AR5 — The 5th Assessment Report, which was released in 2014; this was the most recent Assessment Report when the book was written

AR6 — The 6th Assessment Report, which the first part of which was released in 2021

CDR — Carbon Dioxide Reduction, the process of removing carbon dioxide from the air

CMIP — Coupled Model Intercomparison Project, this is the ensembling of various climate models

CSIRO — Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, an agency of the Australian Government responsible for scientific research

CSSR — Climate Science Special Report, a part of the NCA that is designed to be an authoritative assessment of the science of climate change, with a focus on the U.S.

EIA — U.S. Energy Information Agency, an agency within the U.S. Department of Energy that focuses on energy information

GHG — Greenhouse Gas, a gas that causes the Earth to retain more energy from the sun; these gases are a by-product of burning fossil fuels

GMSL — Global Mean Sea Level, the average of sea levels across the world

IPCC — Intergovernmental Panel of Climate Change, it issues assessment reports on climate change

NASA — National Aeronautics and Space Administration, this organization sponsors a fair amount of climate research

NCA — National Climate Assessment, a series of reports mandated by Congress to be definite reports for climate change in the U.S., roughly similar to a U.S. version of the IPCC Assessment Reports

NOAA — National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

PDI — Power Dissipation Index, an aggregate of storm intensity, frequency, and duration and provides a measure of total hurricane power over a hurricane season

SR15 — 2018 IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 °C

SREX — Special Report on Extreme Events, or, more formally The Special Report on Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance Climate Change Adaptation

SRM — Solar Radiation Management, the concept of reflecting more sunlight into space to reduce the temperature on Earth

SROCC — Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate , published in 2019

SST — Sea Surface Temperature, the temperature of sea and ocean close to the surface

TC — Tropical Cyclone, the general term for what are commonly called hurricanes in the U.S.

UN — United Nations, the international body that sponsors the IPCC

WG1 — Working Group 1, the part of the IPCC that focuses on the state of climate science

WG2 — Working Group 2, the part of the IPCC that focuses on the impact of climate change






Unsettled. What Climate Science Tells Us, What It Doesn’t, And Why It Matters by Steven E. Koonin

(review by D.H.)

Epistemic Status: A take on a book, its science, and the politics that make everything harder than it needs to be.

TL;DR: Climate change is real, climate science is hard, all models are wrong, and the world isn’t ending anytime soon (from the climate, anyway).  Also the media is useless.


	
My Motivation





My father is…conservative, both in a religious and political sense.  Growing up, he didn’t have the most flattering take on Global Warming/Climate Change.  Discussion of it in our house was often disparaging at best.  I can’t speak to where my father got his opinions from other than to note that it wasn’t from books (he seldom read them).

So imagine my surprise when my father, now retired, lends me a book on Climate Change, adding quietly, “This is too important to be left to the sloganeers.”

That book is Steven E. Koonin’s Unsettled__.  I figured it was worth writing about.


	
Koonin’s Motivation





Curriculum Vitae

Koonin is one of the most qualified individuals in the world to talk about Climate Change.  I bring it up here because he brings it up in Unsettled.  Often and at great length.

He began his career as a physicist but pivoted to climate science in 2004, first as BP’s chief scientist and later as undersecretary for science in Obama’s DoE (Department of Energy).

To restate that in more political terms, Koonin has, at one point or another, been an academic, worked for Big Oil, and worked for the public sector under Obama.

That is a confusing résumé for anyone attempting to pin down the man’s political allegiance, and I suspect that very reason is why he leads with it.  Throughout the book, Koonin makes an effort to take the politics out of the (climate) science.  We’ll see how well he succeeds by the end.

Motivating Incident

Koonin was asked by the American Physical Society to lead an update of their public stance on climate, and decided to actually attempt to figure out what a correct stance on climate might be:


…in January 2014 I convened a workshop with a specific objective - to “stress test” the state of climate science.  In ordinary terms, that meant analyzing, critiquing, and summarizing humanity’s accumulated knowledge about the past, present, and future of the earth’s climate.



I am impressed by this.  To me, this rings of Actual Science, in the sense of attempting to falsify one’s own hypothesis in rigorous fashion.  Karl Popper is clapping somewhere.  Specifically:


…We posed some specific and crucial questions along the lines of: Where is the data poor or the assumptions weakly supported - and does that matter?  How reliable are the models that we use to describe the past and project the future?



You know, just some mild questions anyone might ask about a field that gets about ten billion dollars of U.S. federal funding per year.

I’ll let Koonin describe the results:


For my part, I came away from the APS workshop not only surprised, but shaken by the realization that climate science was far less mature than I had supposed.



He lists four discoveries:


	Humans exert a growing, but physically small, warming influence on the climate.  The deficiencies of climate data challenge our ability to untangle the response to human influences from poorly understood natural changes.

	The results from the multitude of climate models disagree with, or even contradict, each other and many kinds of observations.  A vague “expert judgment” was sometimes applied to adjust model results and obfuscate shortcomings.

	Government and UN press releases and summaries do not accurately reflect the reports themselves.  There was a consensus at the meeting on some important issues, but not at all the strong consensus the media promulgates.  Distinguished climate experts (including report authors themselves) are embarrassed by some media portrayals of the science.  This was somewhat shocking.



And the kicker (emphasis mine):


	In short, the science is insufficient to make useful projections about how the climate will change over the coming decades, much less what effect our actions will have on it.



Whoops.

Definition of a Scientist

In the introduction, Koonin declares himself a scientist:


I’m a scientist - I work to understand the world through measurements and observations, and then to communicate clearly both the excitement and the implications of that understanding.



Here “scientist” is defined by two activities:


	Understanding the world through measurements and observations, and

	Communicating the implications of that understanding clearly



While scientists are good at the first point, they aren't anywhere near as adept at the second.  Koonin points this out as one of the chief failures of climate scientists; it is in the service of that duty that Unsettled is written, and what follows is an attempt to communicate the state of the science to the general public.

When Koonin went public (non-paywalled) with his findings, the general response was positive online, but Koonin’s anecdote about a response made in private is telling:


As the chair of a highly respected university earth sciences department told privately, “I agree with pretty much everything you wrote, but I don’t dare say that in public.”



And Koonin protects the person’s identity even in the book by referring to them so obliquely.

But the backlash was real as well:


Many scientific colleagues, some of them my friends for decades, were outraged that I’d highlight problems with The Science and thus, as one of them said, “give ammunition to the deniers.”  Another said it would have been okay to publish my essay in some obscure scientific journal but reproached me for doing so in a forum with so many readers.  And a prominent defender of the idea that The Science is settled enough published a response to my Op-Ed that began by calling for New York University to reconsider my employment, went on to misrepresent many of the things had written, but then, bafflingly, acknowledged that most of the uncertainties I’d mentioned were well known and much discussed among experts.



Koonin writes:


It seems that by highlighting those uncertainties so plainly and publicly, I had inadvertently broken some code of silence, like the Mafia’s [omerta](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omert%C3%A0#:~:text=Omert%C3%A0%20(%2Fo%CA%8A%CB%88m%C9%9B%C9%99r,outsiders%2C%20especially%20during%20criminal%20investigations%3B).



Unsettling indeed.


	
To Explain or Persuade?





That is the question that every climate scientist must face.

Koonin opens his discussion of scientific integrity with an appeal to the ultimate authority on all things scientific (and bongo drums): Richard Feynman, under whom Koonin studied at Caltech.

He quotes from Feynmane’s Cargo Cult Science speech:


In summary, the idea is to try to give all of the information to help others to judge the value of your contribution; not just the information that leads to judgment in one particular direction or another.

The easiest way to explain this idea is to contrast it, for example, with advertising.  Last night I heard that Wesson Oil doesn’t soak through food.  Well, that’s true.  It’s not dishonest; but the thing I’m talking about is not just a matter of not being dishonest, it’s a matter of scientific integrity, which is another level.  The fact that should be added to that advertising statement is that no oils soak through food, if operated at a certain temperature.  If operated at another temperature, they all will—including Wesson Oil.  So it’s the implication which has been conveyed, not the fact, which is true, and the difference is what we have to deal with.



And asserts that:


Much of the public portrayal of climate science suffers from Feynman’s Wesson Oil problem - in an effort to persuade rather than inform, the information presented withholds either essential context or what doesn’t “fit.”



Koonin is complimentary of most scientists, but acknowledges:


…the issue understandably engenders passion and emotion.



He contrasts his own beliefs with that of Stephen Schneider, another climate researcher (source) (emphasis mine):


On the one hand, as scientists we are ethically bound to the scientific method, in effect promising to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but — which means that we must include all the doubts, the caveats, the ifs, ands, and buts. On the other hand, we are not just scientists but human beings as well. And like most people we’d like to see the world a better place, which in this context translates into our working to reduce the risk of potentially disastrous climatic change. To do that we need to get some broad based support, to capture the public’s imagination. That, of course, entails getting loads of media coverage. So we have to offer up scary scenarios, make simplified, dramatic statements, and make little mention of any doubts we might have. This ‘double ethical bind’ we frequently find ourselves in cannot be solved by any formula. Each of us has to decide what the right balance is between being effective and being honest. I hope that means being both.



Koonin disagrees entirely:


It is the height of hubris for a scientist even to consider deliberately misinforming policy discussions in service of what they believe to be ethical.



In the wake of COVID-19, where public health officials routinely lied to the public, this cuts very, very deeply.

Like Stan Lee, Koonin recognizes that with great power comes great responsibility:


We’re the only people who can bring objective science to the discussion, and that is our overriding ethical obligation.  Like judges, we’re obligated to put personal feelings aside as we do our job.  When we fail to do this, we usurp the public’s right to make informed choices and undermine their confidence in the entire scientific enterprise.



He concludes with:


There’s nothing at all wrong with scientists as activists, but activism masquerading as The Science is pernicious.



The book makes it very clear in the introduction: Koonin is acting to counter what he perceives as a failure of the scientific community to be objective when it comes to Climate Change - and especially a failure of the same community to ensure that their findings are correctly represented to the public.

In other words (with apologies to Shakespeare):

To explain or persuade

That is the question.

Whether ‘tis nobler in the science to present

The uncertainties and error bars of true knowledge,

Or to take arms against the rising seas

And by exaggerating end them.


	
Warming and Measurement





Core Questions and Uncertainty

Koonin opens with three issues that form the core questions of climate science:


	How have humans influenced the climate - and how will those influences change in the future?

	How does the climate respond to human (and natural) influences?

	How will the climate’s response impact ecosystems and societies?



He notes that:


…science being what it is, none of these answers is, or ever will be, entirely certain.



And follows that thought with a brief digression on error bars, capped with the IPCC’s own “set of calibrated terms” (from this report):

[image: ]

Much of the science Koonin refers to comes from the IPCC’s own reports, which he regards highly, with a caveat:


…a careful reading of the most recent assessment reports also reveals some elementary failures that mislead or misinform readers on important points.



Climate Is Not Weather

Koonin draws a firm line in the sand in terminology (emphasis mine):


…using weather observations to learn something about the climate is altogether more complicated, because climate is not the weather - a distinction often missing in popular discussion.



He defines climate (emphasis but not italics mine):


…a location’s climate is the average of its weather over decades__.



So no, the fact that it just snowed in April or that scorching heat wave in the middle of November are not Climate Change, they aren’t even Climate - they’re weather.

Measuring Temperatures and Global Warming

[image: ]

Not quite this easy. (Source)

The most basic element of Climate Science - measuring the world’s temperature - is not easy:


…it isn’t easy to measure the surface temperature over the whole earth, particularly when you’re looking for changes of a fraction of a degree over decades.  You have to worry about variations in the thermometers themselves, how they’re housed, and exactly where they’re located.  And even if a station hasn’t been moved over the years, urbanization around a site is a concern, since buildings, roads, and concentrated human activity make cities a few degrees warmer than their rural surroundings.



Koonin cites a 1987 paper by Hansen and Lebedeff showing that global temperatures can be estimated from a “sparse network of stations.”  The resulting graph of temperature anomalies (changes in temperature from a baseline) is generally taken as canonical:
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The data, taken in their entirety, show an unmistakable upward trend: Global Warming.  Yet the overall trend is composed of many smaller trends - yearly and seasonal cycles play a role in variability, but there exist subtrends that span decades that differ meaningfully from the overall arc of the data.  Koonin comments:


…the rate of rise was twice as large as our 0.09℃/decade long-term average during the forty years from 1980 to 2020 (0.20℃/decade), while it was negative during the forty years from 1940 to 1980 (-0.05℃/decade).

[...] So trends are often highly dependent on the time span being considered; here we can get almost any trend we want depending upon which interval we choose.



Anyone familiar with the current issues in the social sciences should be getting deja vu from this, or at least a sense of foreboding.  There is sufficient data to tell a wide variety of stories and a large incentive to tell some of them over others.  This doesn’t mean that Climate Science’s overall conclusions are wrong or untrue - but it should make us take a step back to make sure that the data isn’t cherry-picked.

Also confusing the issue is the difference between local and global effects.  CO2 concentration is similar throughout the atmosphere, so its effect should be more uniform across the planet; cities tend to be warmer than their surroundings due to a variety of effects.

Lastly, there are significant difficulties in estimating the temperature the further back we go in the past.  The first reliable thermometer wasn’t invented until 1714 by Daniel Fahrenheit, and they didn’t become widespread until the mid-1800s.  Methods referenced by Koonin include weather diaries, crop yields, and proxies such as the thickness and composition of tree rings and temperature measurements of water in boreholes.

A reconstruction of the global temperature anomaly (change from a baseline) since 500 BCE, with a baseline of the average temperature between 1881 and 1980 (taken from figure 5.7):
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And from the past 500 million years (source):
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Koonin actually uses this picture from the wikipedia article on paleoclimatology in the book.

In Koonin’s own words:


…the real question is not whether the globe has warmed recently, but rather to what extent this warming is being caused by humans.




	
Human Influence





The Basics

A (very basic) model of the Earth’s temperature goes like this: space is an insulator.  Since there’s no air in space [citation needed], conduction and convection are out, leaving radiation as the only way that heat can enter or leave the planet as a whole.

So all we have to do is look at the amount of heat the sun radiates to the Earth and the amount of heat the Earth radiates into space, and we can tell what the temperature of the Earth should be!

Of course, as the Earth gets hotter it radiates more heat outwards.  And the earth doesn’t perfectly absorb all the sunlight that hits it, either; some gets reflected right back into space.  But we can account for all that, and the math doesn’t lie.  As Koonin states:


It gives an average surface temperature of…-18℃ (0℉).



I don’t know about you, but I’m not currently typing this from an igloo.  So what’s the deal?

Well, the Earth has greenhouse gases to impede the outward radiation of heat, much like a sunroom gets warm in the afternoon, or how those glass enclosures we grow plants in stay warm all year round.

Anyway, greenhouse gases keep the earth at a comfortable average temperature of 57℉ (13.9℃).  But what are the greenhouse gases, and which ones keep in the most heat?

Koonin:


Water vapor is the most important of the greenhouse gases. [...] on average, water vapor amounts to only about 0.4 percent of the molecules in the atmosphere.  Even so, it accounts for more than 90 percent of the atmosphere’s ability to intercept heat.



Not something that gets a lot of attention in the media, but industrialization isn’t generally associated with towering stacks spewing mist into the air, so that seems fair.

For the big money, CO2 comes next:


CO2 currently accounts for about 7 percent of the atmosphere’s ability to intercept heat.  It’s also different in that human activities have affected its concentration…

Since 1750, the concentration has increased from 0.000280 (280 parts per million or ppm) to 0.000410 (410 ppm) in 2019, and it continues to go up 2.3 ppm every year.  Although most of today’s CO2 is natural, there is no doubt that this rise, and has been, due to human activities, primarily the burning of fossil fuels.



I’ll break briefly here to note that Koonin is stating, without ambiguity, that humans have altered the atmosphere of the planet in a way that leads to an increase in temperature, mostly from burning fossil fuels.

This is the most basic assertion of Anthropogenic Climate Change I can think of.  It means that anyone attempting to paint Koonin as a “Climate Change Denier” is factually incorrect.  The evidence to the contrary is plain to see on page 51 of Unsettled.

Weight and Temperature

We can see that the Earth has gotten warmer, and we can see that CO2 concentrations have increased.  We have a causal chain: humans release CO2 -> CO2 concentration increases -> more light is prevented from being radiated out into space -> Earth gets warmer.

Aren’t we done?  Climate Change is Bad, fossil fuels are evil, and we should stop using them.

Unfortunately, reality is not simple, and neither is the climate.  The analogy Koonin uses is the relationship between food and weight.  On some level, whether or not your weight goes up or down is a function of how many calories you consume versus how many calories you expend.  Eat less and you lose weight, eat more and you put it on.

The body is complex, however, and contains multiple feedback and feedforward loops and control systems, like the climate.  Perhaps eating more causes you to have more energy which leads to fidgeting, which burns extra calories.  Perhaps eating at different intervals makes a difference.  Perhaps eating different types of nutrients changes how your body metabolizes your food.

Perhaps weight is set by a control system in your brain, and certain contaminants can change how much your brain thinks your body ought to weigh.

The One Percent

The Earth’s climate is far more complicated than an individual’s weight.  While human CO2 emissions have a warming effect on the climate, aerosols “such as those produced by the burning of low-quality coal” make the Earth reflect more solar radiation.  Deforestation also exerts a net cooling effect: “pasture is more reflective than forest.”

Then there are natural events that affect the Earth’s temperature (emphasis mine):


…erupting volcanoes loft aerosols high into the stratosphere, where they remain for several years reflecting a bit more sunlight than usual and so exerting a cooling influence. [...] For example, the earth was about 0.6℃ cooler during the fifteen months that followed the eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in June 1991.  And changes in the sun’s intensity of even a fraction of a percent over decades (due to its own internal variability) can change the amount of sunlight reaching the earth, further complicating our attempts to account for all the human and natural forcings affecting the planet’s delicate energy balance.



Overall, measuring energy in Watts per square meter (W/m2):


























	Source of Energy	Energy Added To Climate (W/m2)
	Sunlight	239
	Human Influences	2
	Geothermal Heat	0.09
	Human Energy Generation	0.03


Adding it all up, koonin estimates the human influence on the climate as:


…the best we can say is that the net human influence today is very likely to be between 1.1 and 3.3 W/m2.



That’s only about 1% of the energy in the system.

This graph sums it up:
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An Emissions Interlude





Carbon Concentrations

The Earth’s carbon undergoes a natural cycle.  Most of it is stuck in the planet’s crust (1.9 billion billion tons).  Next comes the oceans (40,000 billion tons), then the soil and living things (2,100 billion tons) and fossil fuels (5,000-10,000 billion tons), and finally the atmosphere (850 billion tons).

The Earth “breathes” with each season, moving carbon from the atmosphere into plant life and back as summer comes and goes.  Koonin explains how humans are influencing this process:


The CO2 emitted by burning fossil fuels disrupts the balance of this great annual cycle, since that carbon has been pulled out of the deep underground, where it was isolated from these natural processes.  The amount of carbon that fossil fuel use adds to the cycle is currently about 4.5 percent of what flows each year.  About half of that increase is taken up annually by the surface (the rising CO2 has increased vegetation over much of the planet), and the remainder stays in the atmosphere, increasing its CO2 concentration.



So…CO2 actually does make the planet a greener place by increasing the amount of available plant food, along with warming things up.  Neat.

We’ve got a pretty picture of how CO2 emissions have been going up:
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Obligatory Our World In Data graph.

Koonin notes briefly that this rise of atmospheric CO2 concentration is because of humans, citing multiple lines of research converging on that conclusion, from the timing of the rise to the isotope of carbon most prevalent in the atmosphere.

Comparing Earth’s current carbon concentrations to its distant past, we see that we are actually in a period of hilariously low atmospheric CO2:
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Here Koonin alludes to something that I find quite compelling; namely that the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere is not a problem for the Earth.  The Earth can get along just fine with tons of carbon in the air.  It’s a problem for us tiny little animals that live on the very outside of the Earth’s shell.  Whatever your thoughts on plant and/or animal welfare, both can thrive in high-CO2 environments (it may not be the current plants and animals, but evolution giveth and evolution taketh away).

Note however that concentrations of CO2 at 1,000 ppm start to make people drowsy, and we run into serious problems at 2,000 ppm - and:


…if the trends of the past decade continue, it will be some 250 years before the concentration reaches 1,000 ppm…



So we’ve got plenty of time, although before I read Unsettled I’d never thought about CO2 concentrations getting to the point where the air isn’t actually breathable.

At this point it becomes clear that the future of human influence on the climate depends upon a variety of factors, from land use to emissions, and it’s here Koonin warns us about trying to predict the future:


But it is here that the warning light should start blinking.  Despite the certainty with which projections are reported as facts, estimating human influences is a highly uncertain business.



We have some data, and we have some uncertainty.

Let’s get modeling.

Representative Concentration Pathways

To scope the uncertainty, the IPCC created several different models of how the future could unfold, called Representative Concentration Pathways, or RCPs if you’re rationing syllables.

From Koonin (emphasis mine):


Each RCP has a number indicating the amount of warming human influence expected in 2100 under that scenario, so that RCP6 corresponds to 6 W/m2 of human-induced radiative forcing (warming) at the end of the century. (Remember, net human influences are currently about 2.2 W/m2 of warming…)  These scenarios are not meant to be predictions, but rather are schematic descriptions of distinct, but plausible, future worlds.



Each RCP graph, in other words, tracks what a dependent variable (Y axis) might look like over time, given a level of warming supposed by the number attached to it (2.6 W/m2 for RCP2.6, and so on).  This is a little backwards from normal graphs; I’ve found it easier to think of the RCP more as what the world would have to look like to limit warming to a given level than as a causative or correlative relation.

For example, more people generally means more emissions which generally equates to more warming, so the higher RCP lines tend towards higher populations.  Warming’s effects on global GDP (Gross Domestic Product), on the other hand, are much less clear, leading to something of a mixed bag.

Now the graphs:
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Koonin notes that higher-emission scenarios are now taken to be much less likely as new data emerges.  However, because CO2 lasts in the atmosphere:


A crucial point to take away from this discussion is that human influences will continue to grow in any scenario short of ceasing all emissions.



Cheerful.  On that note, let’s move on to a more uplifting topic: mathematical models!


	
All Models Are Wrong; Some Are Useful





What Climate Models Are


But what exactly are climate models?  The short answer is that they are computer programs that perform mathematical simulations of the climate system.



In other words, they’re just weather forecasts, but, you know, for the whole planet and up to a century in the future, instead of just the next ten days.
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Wait - why do we trust these again?  It seems like half the time we can’t even accurately forecast the weather in a single area a week away, and we’re making important policy decisions and getting all worked up over forecasts for the entire globe over decades?  We might as well be shorting umbrella stocks when we see the next few days will be sunny.

The central problem with predicting the weather is that:


The weather is chaotic - small changes in how we start the model can lead to very different predictions after a few weeks.  So no matter how precisely we might specify current conditions, the uncertainty in our predictions grows exponentially as they extend into the future.



But what about better simulations, with more data and blinky lights?  Can’t Moore’s Law do for climate science what it’s done for deep learning?


More computer power cannot overcome this basic uncertainty.



Darn.  We’re in the realm of chaos theory now, and here there be dinosaurs.
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Obligatory XKCD.

That being said, all is not yet lost.  We don’t necessarily need precise details to understand the direction the climate as a whole will trend; remember that climate is the average of weather over decades.  As Koonin writes,


…while we can’t predict with much detail how individual bubbles will arise in a boiling pot of water, we can confidently predict how the average level of the water will decline as a result of all that boiling.



How Climate Models Work

Climate models function by dividing the atmosphere into a grid of squares, each typically 100 km x 100 km over land and 10 km x 10 km over the oceans, and then make boxes from those squares by dividing the atmosphere into many layers.  The laws of physics are then employed to calculate how air, water, and energy flow from one box to its neighbors within a given time-step, and the simulation is run.
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Pictured: A modeled atmospheric grid, not plans for a new, awesome skyscraper.

Now, it should be said that the atmosphere isn’t actually divided into homogenous boxes that all have the same wind, humidity, clouds, temperature, and air composition [citation needed].  This means that every model has a huge amount of assumptions built into it about how all of these factors interact within each box.

Koonin shoots down the idea of making the boxes smaller to avoid this, noting that smaller grid squares necessitate a smaller time step as well (each time step has to handle all interactions between boxes, and if the boxes are smaller, those interaction happen faster because the distances are shorter):


As an illustration, a simulation that takes two months to run with 100 km grid squares would take more than a century if it instead used 10 km squares.



While more orders of magnitude of compute eventually solve this problem, we need to make decisions now, not in a few decades.

Simulations also need to be initialized - given starting values for all oceanic and atmospheric variables of interest.  The model must also be “tuned,” which seems to translate to, “I tested the model and it made no sense and didn’t match up with what the earth actually does, so I’ll just tweak dozens of parameters until it seems like I’ve got something that isn’t obviously wrong.”

Koonin gives it to us straight:


In any event it is impossible - for both practical and fundamental reasons - to tune the dozens of parameters so that the model matches the far more numerous observed properties of the climate system.  Not only does this cast doubt on whether the conclusions of the model can be trusted, it makes it clear that we don’t understand features of the climate to anywhere near the level of specificity required given the smallness of human influences.



Tuning a climate model is its own subfield of climate science, and is referred to within the field as something between engineering and art.  This makes each model of the climate a unique, craftsman-produced product not necessarily duplicable by other scientists.

Free Range Results

Because of the uncertainties underlying climate models, results are presented as ranges, or at least compared to other models to indicate ranges.

Or they’re just averaged together, because apparently someone thinks that the wisdom of the crowd applies to climate models:


…the results presented are “averaging” models that disagree wildly with each other. [...]

One particularly jarring failure is that the simulated global average surface temperature (not the anomaly) varies among models by about 3℃ (5.6℉), three times greater than the observed value of the twentieth-century warming they’re purporting to describe and explain.



Koonin doesn’t give a source for this last, noting only that:


…you wouldn’t know that unless you read deep into the IPCC report.



I was able to find this paper which seems to suggest a greater level of sophistication when combining models than Koonin does, but since a) I haven’t read the IPCC report and he has and b) the paper is about recommendations, not specific results, I’m inclined to trust him.

Also, when you look at this (CMIP stands for Coupled Model Intercomparison Project, which is responsible for collecting various climate models and comparing them):
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You can see that CMIP5, the more recent comparison, has wider error bars than CMIP3.  Koonin writes:


…the later generation of models is actually more uncertain than the earlier one.  So here is a real surprise: even as the models became more sophisticated - including finer grids, fancier subgrid parametrizations, and so on - the uncertainty increased rather than decreased.



You can also see on the graph that the period of 1910 to 1940 is particularly ill-predicted by the simulations.  Koonin translates from the IPCC commentary on the discrepancy:


…they’re saying that we’ve no idea what causes this failure of the models.  They cannot tell us why the climate changed during those decades.  And that’s deeply unsettling, because the observed early twentieth-century warming is comparable to the observed late twentieth-century warming, which the assessment reports attribute with “high confidence” to human influences.



This discrepancy could possibly be explained by multi-decadal or multi-century cycles in the climate, such as the slow change of ocean currents and oceanic-atmospheric interactions, of which El Niño is one of the most well-known.

Koonin goes into more detail and with more recent data, but his overall point is well-taken.  Predicting the future is extremely difficult in general; even more so when it comes to enormous and chaotic systems like the climate and across time spans of decades to centuries.

So are the models all wrong?  Well, yes.  But as this section is titled, these models can still be useful.  They suggest general trends, and we have no other ways of attempting to predict what might happen in the future.  Generally speaking, though, any specific model or prediction should be taken with a large grain of salt.


	
The (Actual) Science





The Gist

It’s finally time for the main event; congratulations to those who’ve made it this far.  We’ve seen that the Earth is getting warmer, but what does that actually mean?  Hotter summers?  Milder winters?  More flooding, fire, and generally apocalyptic weather?

Koonin opens with equivalent of a sobering bucket of ice water:


Observations extending back over a century indicate that most types of extreme weather events don’t show any significant change - and some such events have actually become less common or severe - even as human influences on the climate grow.



While good data on historical extreme weather is scarce, this seems like an important pushback against a media that hyperbolizes every flood, fire, and storm it can report on.

Studies that attempt to determine the effect of anthropogenic climate change on extreme weather events are called “event attribution studies.”  As Koonin notes,


As might be expected, attribution studies almost always focus on weather disasters, not benign weather occurrences.



(I have to admit, I wouldn’t want to read a paper on how global warming has resulted in more beach days, especially when I could be at the beach instead.)

Koonin is contemptuous of such studies:


But as a physical scientist, I’m appalled that such studies are given credence, much less media coverage.  A hallmark of science is that conclusions get tested against observations.  But that’s virtually impossible for weather attribution studies. [...] Data is the touchstone of science; the only solid way to test weather event attribution is to see whether the statistical properties of extreme events have changed - which would eliminate the need for attribution studies in the first place.



He continues:


The bottom line is that the science says that most extreme weather events show no long-term trends that can be attributed to human influences on the climate.



Fire

Heat Waves

If the globe is getting warmer, shouldn’t we see more heat waves?

Well, the Earth is getting warmer, but the perception that extreme temperatures are more common is incorrect. Koonin:


In the US, which has the world’s most extensive and highest-quality weather data, record low temperatures have indeed become less common, but record daily high temperatures no more frequent than they were a century ago.



Here Koonin confidently asserts that the 2017 Climate Science Special Report (CSSR) is flat-out wrong.  From the report’s executive summary:


There have been marked changes in temperature extremes across the contiguous United States. The number of high temperature records set in the past two decades far exceeds the number of low temperature records. (Very high confidence)



The data supporting it:
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Seems sufficiently scary.  What’s the problem?

Well, in Chapter 6 of the report, we see this:
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Which clearly shows that the coldest temperatures are slowly climbing, while the hottest are…not moving a whole lot (the peak in the 1930s relates to the Dust Bowl).

Granted, the first chart is of daily records and the latter is of averages. But by expressing record highs to record lows in ratio form, the data is misleading; there are two ways to increase a ratio after all.  You can increase the numerator (a larger number of record high temperatures) or you can decrease the denominator (a smaller number of record low temperatures).  Which is roughly what is happening.

But it’s actually worse than that.  As Koonin explains, the nature of the data and the way it’s presented as ratios of record highs and lows guarantees small ratios followed by large fluctuations.

To understand this, imagine that you’re recording the temperature outside your home every day for years, and marking whenever there’s a record low or high.  At first there would be plenty of both - the first year you do so you’ll count every high temperature from spring to summer until the heat has peaked.  Similarly, every winter day colder than the previous will set a new record low.  This will naturally produce low ratios - i.e. 50 record highs to 40 record lows gives a ratio of 1.25:1.

But the following year, you’ll have much fewer records - still some, but now you’re comparing each day’s temperature to the highest or lowest of a) the current year and b) the entire previous year.  So the number of record highs and lows will drop precipitously over time regardless of the general climate.  And when the number of record highs and lows get small enough, it’s easy for random variation to overwhelm any trend in the data.  The same gap of 10 between 50 record highs and 40 record lows produces an 11:1 ratio at 11 record highs and 1 record low!

When Koonin consulted with a colleague to obtain a more honest graph of extreme temperatures per 100,000 observations, they got this:
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Apocalypse Not Now

Indeed, this error was caught in the review of the report (page 30) as Koonin notes, but both the ratio chart above and the finding of “increases of extreme warmth” remained in the final publication.

Koonin argues here that this is a big deal:


This isn’t picking at a nit; it really does matter.  The false notion of more frequent US high temperature records is likely to pollute subsequent assessment reports, which invariably cite prior reports.  More generally, it matters for those who care about the quality of scientific input to societal decisions and the integrity of the processes by which it’s generated.  It should also matter to those who proclaim the unimpeachable authority of assessment reports.  And it matters for media representations of climate science, which give voice to such misleading “conclusions.”



He concludes with:


There have been some changes in temperature extremes across the contiguous United States.  The annual number of high temperature records set shows no significant trend over the past century nor over the past forty years, but the annual number of record cold nights has declined since 1895, somewhat more rapidly in the past thirty years.



I’ll add that milder temperatures are likely a net benefit for humanity, although studying that is hard.

Wildfires

While the section on wildfires is in the chapter on precipitation in the book, I preferred to group extreme weather by the four elements, mostly because it seemed better, so we’ll briefly discuss wildfires here.  (Also I wanted to make Earth, Wind, and Fire jokes, but climate change has very little to do with earthquakes, so Earth is out and Water is in.)

Contrary to popular belief, wildfires are actually on the decline globally.  Koonin writes:


Sophisticated satellite sensors first began monitoring wildfires globally in 1998.  Unexpectedly, analysis of the images showed that the area burned annually declined by about 25 percent from 1998 to 2015.



This has less to do with human influences on the climate, and a lot more to do with fire-prone grasslands being converted into farmland or otherwise developed by a growing population in Africa, South America, and Central Asia.

The data:
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The western US, on the other hand, is more on fire than usual.  From the report:


The incidence of large forest fires in the western United States and Alaska has increased since the early 1980s (high confidence) and is projected to further increase in those regions as the climate warms, with profound changes to certain ecosystems (medium confidence).



While climate change absolutely plays a part here in making the forests drier, other human influences are equally, if not more, important.  Koonin cites forest management and human-caused ignition (nearly 85% of fires) as among contributors to the increase in conflagrations.

Wind

Hurricanes

Hurricanes, which we’ll use as a blanket term for tropical storms of all kinds, are measured through their frequency, the Accumulated Cyclone Energy (ACE) - a weighted combination of number of storms with the square of their wind velocity - and the Power Dissipation Index (PDI), which is similar to the ACE but with cubed wind velocity instead of squared.

Hurricane observations are sketchy pre 1944, when the first aircraft observations started, and become more reliable with the advent of satellite-based observations in 1966.  Before that we have to rely on “historical reports and various proxies,” leading to the awesome-sounding discipline of paleotempestology.  (Cue SYFY Channel original movie Dinostorm, successor to Sharknado.)

So how has climate change affected hurricanes?

At first it seems that hurricanes have been getting worse.  From NCA2014:


There has been a substantial increase in most measures of Atlantic hurricane activity since the early 1980s, the period during which high quality satellite data are available. These include measures of intensity, frequency, and duration as well as the number of strongest (Category 4 and 5) storms.



And the associated graph:

[image: ]

But further digging in the reports reveals that:


There has been no significant trend in the global number of tropical cyclones nor has any trend been identified in the number of U.S. landfalling hurricanes.



Perhaps the number of hurricanes hasn’t increased, but the hurricanes we do get are more severe?  This seems plausible; after all, the PDI is a measure of both the number of hurricanes and their wind speed - but is it true?

Koonin places the above graph in a larger historical context:
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Where we see that while hurricane frequency and intensity have varied widely over the last 70 years, there isn’t an overall trend.

Furthermore, the data appears to be presented in a deliberately misleading fashion.

From the 2017 CSSR’s Key Finding 1:


Human activities have contributed substantially to observed ocean–atmosphere variability in the Atlantic Ocean (medium confidence), and these changes have contributed to the observed upward trend in North Atlantic hurricane activity since the 1970s (medium confidence).



Also from the same 2017 CSSR section:


Furthermore, it has been argued that within the period of highest data quality (since around 1980), the globally observed changes in the environment would not necessarily support a detectable trend in tropical cyclone intensity. That is, the trend signal has not yet had time to rise above the background variability of natural processes.



One of those things is not like the others.

Koonin points out that the National Academies’ review of the CSSR “doubles down on burying the lede.”  Referring to Key Finding 1 above:


The Committee recommends preceding this with an appropriate statement describing observed trends in TC properties in the North Atlantic. Without this, the relatively low confidence in attribution might be confused as low confidence in detection.



I’m a little confused about this - I’ve read page 38 (the one Koonin cites) of the review, and the above was the best I found corresponding to Koonin’s statement that the review recommends “that the CSSR emphasize the recent upward trend in PDI.”  Still, the contrast between the Key Finding and the actual text of the report is misleading where it suggests “medium confidence” that anthropogenic climate change is contributing to more intense storms.

Koonin lambasts the way that scientists have communicated this data and the way the media portrays it.  He mentions this landmark paper from 2019.  The abstract presents their strongest finding:


We conclude there is at least low to medium confidence that the observed poleward migration of the latitude of maximum intensity in the western North Pacific is detectable, or highly unusual compared to expected natural variability.



So human influences may have altered the course of the hurricanes a little.  Not exactly a headline, but the above isn’t nearly as likely to generate a whole lot of clicks as forecasts of doom.

But haven’t there been record damages from hurricanes in recent years?

Koonin agrees, but counters that this has little to do with storms getting worse and much more to do with people building lots of valuable things on coasts.  In a paper that attempts to normalize hurricane damage (i.e. by accounting for inflation and simulating what one hurricane would do if it hit in a different year), the authors affirm:


Across both normalization methods, there is no remaining trend of increasing absolute damage in the data set, which follows the lack of trends in landfall frequency or intensity observed over the twentieth century



Tornadoes

So that’s hurricanes - but what about tornadoes?

Well, the absolute count of tornadoes per year has been going up:
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But is it going up because there are more tornadoes, or because we’re just better at detecting them?

Koonin argues for the latter.  To find a trend over time we should only be looking at the most powerful tornadoes that would’ve been detectable over the entire time period of interest, those scoring at EF1 or above on the Enhanced Fujita Scale, which ranges from EF0 (weak) to EF5 (winds over 260 mph).

Correcting for this we get:
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Which shows a decrease in average tornado intensity over time.  US deaths from tornadoes have also fallen due to radar warnings.

On the whole, storms don’t seem to have gotten measurably worse over the twentieth century, and human influence is difficult to understand at best.  While this doesn’t prove that humans are not influencing extreme storms, it does show that no real signal has yet emerged from the noise.

Water

So that’s heat waves and hurricanes - what about floods, droughts, and rising sea levels?

Precipitation

Koonin writes:


All else being equal, the hydrological cycle is expected to intensify as the globe warms: that is, there’ll be more evaporation, and the warmer air will be able to carry more water, leading to more precipitation.  Precipitation is also expected to become “lumpier,” with dry areas becoming drier and wet areas wetter with more periods of intense rainfall.  This could lead to an increase in flooding in some areas, but since high temperatures would also increase evaporation from land, droughts might also increase.  There is little consensus among models about exactly how, where, when these changes would play out.



I can already hear the cries about how climate change is causing water injustice.

Regardless of how it’s spun, this effect does show up in the data.  For the US, there’s a slight trend of increased precipitation:
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And evidence that the water that does fall is indeed “lumpier”:
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Floods and Anti-Floods (AKA Droughts)

Globally, we don’t have compelling evidence either way on floods.  Koonin cites AR5, Section 5.5:


In summary, there is high confidence that past floods larger than those recorded since the 20th century have occurred during the past 500 years in northern and central Europe, western Mediterranean region, and eastern Asia.  There is, however, medium confidence that in the Near East, India, central North America, modern large floods are comparable to or surpass historical floods in magnitude and/or frequency.



So building an ark can be left for later.  And it’s reasonable to think that, if flooding damages are getting worse, it likely has much to do with how much we build in areas that flood, similar to hurricane damages above.

Droughts are commonly measured by the Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI), which ranges from -10 (very dry) to 10 (very wet).  For the US, there isn’t a general trend we can see:
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While the southwest US is currently in a drought (naturally climate change is blamed for exacerbating the problem, even if it isn’t called out for causing it), historical records from tree rings show we are well within the historical record:
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So while climate change seems bad for floods and droughts, it isn’t apocalyptic.

Sea Levels

Sea levels change over history - we can clearly see the cycles from geological estimates:
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We’re currently in a period of high sea levels, starting from the last glacial maximum about 20,000 years ago:
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Koonin writes:


So the question is not whether sea level is rising - it’s been doing that for the past 20,000 years.  Instead what we want to know is whether human influences are accelerating that rise.  Since human influences increased dramatically after about 1950, the best way to assess whether sea levels are going up faster than they would without us is to compare measurements since then with those in the more distant past.



Remember, sea levels rise on the order of millimeters per decade, so we need very precise data to ascertain whether levels are rising faster now than in the past.  Complicating the issue is that sea levels are non-trivial to measure with tide gauges, like many other sources of data related to climate change.

Waves, tides, and seasonal changes must be averaged, and even the ground from which the sea level is measured can change height:


…withdrawals of groundwater in the Houston-Galveston area over the past century have caused the ground to compact, lowering the land surface there by as much as 3 meters (10 feet).



A common metric of the level of water in the ocean is the Global Mean Sea Level (GMSL), which is “inferred from measurements all over the globe.”  Data from the past century shows that the sea level has been rising for a long time, well before human influence on the climate became significant:
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Pictured: The Day After Next Century

Since 1992 we’ve had satellite measurements of global sea level, which gives continuous coverage of the ocean.  The pattern is a clear upward trend of 3.0 mm plus or minus 0.4 mm per year superimposed upon seasonal changes:
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Koonin:


So for the past three decades, sea level has been going up by about 3 mm (0.12 inches) each year - higher than the overall average rate (1.8 mm or 0.07 inches per year) since 1880.



Case closed, right?

Not quite.  Like we’ve seen before, the earth’s climate varies greatly across time, such that it is easy to generate trends by picking any specific time period and looking at it in isolation.  Koonin quotes the IPCC, referring to the 3 mm per year rise between 1993 and 2010:


It is likely that similarly high rates occurred between 1920 and 1950.



The data in context:
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Sea levels are rising as the globe warms - we just can’t untangle how much of that is due to human influences and how much is due to natural processes.  Granted, such uncertainties are small comfort to coastal developments, but even in the implausibly bad RCP8.5, the rate of rising water is only 8.4 mm/year - meaning that it would take more than a century for the oceans to be a meter higher, giving we humans time to adjust.


	
It Ain’t The End Of The World





Extreme Weather

The climate is changing, and humans are contributing.  But how bad is it really going to get?

Contrary to Roland Emmerich movies, Koonin contends that the future isn’t going to be a series of spectacular and cinematic disasters.  He begins with an attempt to determine how many people actually die from extreme weather events.

Using data from the Center for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), we can see that weather-related deaths have decreased over the twentieth century, “largely due to better tracking of storms, better flood control, better medical care, and improved resilience as countries developed.”

The graph:
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While researchers have published this paper suggesting that the death toll from climate change could reach 85 deaths per 100,000 in 2100 (for reference, in 2018 all infectious diseases globally accounted for about 75 deaths per 100,000), Koonin reviews their models and finds them wanting.

He points out that the research paper itself is much more modest than the headlines it generated.  Koonin states that:


In fact, the authors note that “our full set of estimates reveals a remarkable degree of uncertainty,” at least some of which is “fundamentally unresolveable.”



I couldn’t find those quotes in the paper itself - perhaps they were from a previous draft that Koonin saw?  Where he is correct, however, is that 85 deaths per 100,000 is the finding under RCP8.5, the absolute worst emission scenario (so bad that it’s getting more and more implausible over time).  The paper states:


We also estimate large benefits from mitigation, as the end of century estimate of the full mortality risk of climate change falls from 85 deaths per 100,000 under the high emissions growth RCP8.5 scenario to 14 per 100,000 under the more moderate RCP4.5 scenario.



Not good - but not catastrophe, either.

Agricultural Failure

According to the New York Times, climate change is threatening the world’s food supply.  At this point, you should be expecting Koonin’s take, lifted straight from the IPCC’s Special Report Key Finding A.1.4:


Data available since 1961 shows the per capita supply of vegetable oils and meat has more than doubled and the supply of food calories per capita has increased by about one third (high confidence).



We produce enough food to feed everyone; the issue is distribution, not production.  Most of our ability to produce enough food comes from increased crop yields due to better agricultural technologies.

Additionally, remember that CO2 is plant food - more CO2 in the atmosphere actually increases crop yields, although the net effect of all human influences is undoubtedly more complicated.

For those of us who like pictures:
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Economic Devastation

You all know the drill by now.  The second volume of the Fourth National Climate Assessment (NCA2018) comes out, and the media lose their minds.

That aside, what do we think the impact of climate change will be on the economy?

From the report:


In the absence of more significant global mitigation efforts, climate change is projected to impose substantial damages on the U.S. economy, human health, and the environment. Under scenarios with high emissions and limited or no adaptation, annual losses in some sectors are estimated to grow to hundreds of billions of dollars by the end of the century.



And yet figure 10-1 from the report shows this:
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That cluster of studies in the middle indicates that, by 2100, the expected effect on the global economy of about 3℃ of warming is… that the economy is about 3% smaller than it would otherwise have been.  Koonin does the math:


An impact of 3 percent in 2100 - some eighty years from now - translates to a decrease in the annual growth rate by an average of 3 percent divided by 80, or 0.04 percent per year.  The IPCC scenarios [...] assume an average annual growth rate of about 2 percent through 2100; the climate impact would then be a 0.04 percent decrease in that 2 percent growth rate, for a resulting growth rate of 1.96 percent.



He finishes with a comforting (or sobering, depending on your point of view) graph of the climate’s projected effect on US GDP:
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While the warming climate may delay the global economy’s growth, it won’t stop it, nor is it expected to hinder it much over the next century.


	
Politics and Science





After going through the science of what climate change is really doing, Koonin elaborates on who he thinks is responsible for the narrative of “The Science” being so misleading.  What follows is less science and more speculation and opinion.

Blame

The Media

Koonin writes:


Whatever its noble intentions, news is ultimately a business, one that in this digital era increasingly depends upon eyeballs in the form of clicks and shares.  Reporting on the scientific reality that there’s been hardly any long-term change in extreme weather doesn’t fit the ethos of If it bleeds it leads.  On the other hand, there is always an extreme weather story somewhere in the world to support a sensational headline.



I’m inclined to agree with him here.  I’d like to add that, rather than blaming any individual or political camp, I put the media’s lack of ability to report honestly on climate change on the incentives of the industry.  Our society finds itself more and more in a war for attention, and outrage gathers more attention than analysis.  Additionally, those with the training to truly understand the science usually have better things to do than report on it.

Politicians

In something of an understatement, Koonin asserts:


Unfortunately, while climate science and associated energy issues are complicated, complexity and nuance don’t lend themselves at all well to political messaging.



He calls out both sides of the political spectrum:


Politicians on the right who deny even the basics that science has settled - that human influences have played a role in warming the globe - are not above exploiting climate science uncertainties, offering them as “proof” that the climate isn’t changing after all.

Politicians on the left find it inconvenient to discuss scientific uncertainties or the magnitude of the challenge in reducing human influences.  Instead, they declare the science settled and label anyone who questions that conclusion “a denier,” lumping conscientious scientists advocating for less persuasion and more research in with those openly hostile to science itself.



Again, I understand this as politicians just doing what they’re incentivized to do - get votes.  Fear-mongering is a tried and tested way of doing so whether the thing to fear is communism, terrorism, or climate change.  And once an issue becomes politicized it becomes partisan.

Scientific Institutions

Koonin gives an example of the presidents of a scientific institution, the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine, issuing the following statement:


Scientists have known for some time, from multiple lines of evidence, that humans are changing Earth’s climate, primarily through greenhouse gas emissions. The evidence on the impacts of climate change is also clear and growing. The atmosphere and the Earth’s oceans are warming, the magnitude and frequency of certain extreme events are increasing, and sea level is rising along our coasts.



He criticizes this:


Even given the need for brevity, this is a misleadingly incomplete and imprecise accounting of the state of climate science.  It conflates human-caused warming with the changing climate in general, erroneously implying that human influences are solely responsible for these changes.  It invokes “certain extreme events” while omitting the fact that most types (including those that pop most readily to mind when one reads the phrase “extreme events,” like hurricanes) show no significant trend at all.  And it states that “sea level is rising” in a way that not only suggests that this, too, is solely attributable to human-caused warming, but elides the fact that the rise is nothing new.



As I see it, the problem here is one of telephone - the game where one person whispers a message to another, who whispers it to another, and so on down a line of people, to see how well the message is preserved at the end.  The actual science done by researchers is quite good; it’s during the process of extracting that science and communicating it clearly, with appropriate uncertainty, that our scientific institutions are failing, deliberately or not.

Koonin understands why this is a large problem:


When communication of climate science is corrupted like this, it undermines the confidence people have in what the scientific establishment says about other crucial societal issues (COVID-19 being the outstanding recent example).



Scientists

Not being a climate scientist myself, I can’t imagine the pressure such people are under.  Koonin mentions the pressure to “generate press and secure funding through grants,” matters of promotion and tenure, and peer pressure in an environment that enforces conformity of thought.

He also faults non-climate scientists for failing to engage with climate science with the rigor they apply to their own fields.

Activists

Koonin:


I have no problem with activism, and the efforts of NGOs have made the world better in countless ways.  But distorting science to further a cause is inexcusable, particularly with the complicity of those scientists who serve on their advisory boards.



It’s the same story as the politicians: emergency and impending doom generate donations and political will; sober analysis of the facts does not.

The Public

If scientists themselves are not immune to departing from the science, what hope does the public have?  Koonin writes:


As around the world, most citizens in America are not scientists, and the educational system does not deliver much in the way of scientific literacy to the wider public.  Most people do not have the ability to examine the science themselves, and they have neither time nor the inclination to do so.



Not to mention, as everyone who tries to discuss political issues with those outside of their own bubble knows:


It certainly doesn’t help that, at this point, even attempting a discussion of The Science is to enter a political minefield.  When I tell people some of the things the assessment reports really say about climate, many immediately ask whether I was a Trump supporter.  My reply is that I was not, and that, as a scientist, I have always supported truth.



He concludes by cautioning:


In a democracy, voters will ultimately decide how society responds to a changing climate.  Major decisions made without full knowledge of what the science says (and doesn’t say) or, even worse, on the basis of misinformation, are much less likely to lead to positive outcomes.  COVID-19 offered a sobering illustration of this, and it’s as true for climate and energy as it is for pandemics.



Fix

Koonin’s main suggestion to improve the state of climate science is to include red team exercises for assessment reports.  Common in military and cybersecurity settings, red team exercises involve designating a group of people specifically to “attack” the weak points of something (in this case, the assessments).  The results can then be shared with the original authors and incorporated to create more robust documents.

Koonin received backlash to this idea when he suggested it, with the main argument being that said work had already been peer-reviewed.  His response is that while the research has been peer reviewed, the assessment reports themselves are not research papers and have different, less objective review standards:


The processes for drafting and reviewing the climate science assessment reports do not promote objectivity.  Government officials from scientific and environmental agencies (who might themselves have a point of view) nominate or choose the authors, who are not subject to conflict of interest constraints.  That is, an author might work for a fossil fuel company or for an NGO promoting “climate action.”  This increases the chances of persuasion being favored over information.



He leaves us with a list of red flags to watch out for in writing about the climate:


	Anyone referring to a scientist with the pejoratives “denier” or “alarmist” is engaging in politics or propaganda.

	Any appeal to the alleged “97 percent consensus” among scientists is another red flag.

	Confusing weather and climate is another danger sign.

	Omitting numbers is also a red flag.

	Yet another common tactic is quoting alarming quantities without context.

	Non-expert discussions of climate science also often confuse the climate that has been (observations) with the climate that could be (model projections under various scenarios).



These all seem reasonable to me, and contain echoes of Scott’s take on bad science journalism and Zvi’s Law of No Evidence.


	
Conclusion





Unsettled is fundamentally a book about Science as an institution as seen through the lens of climate science, a place where the institutions of Science and Politics collide (along with being Koonin’s own domain of expertise).  Koonin seems to think - and I agree - that Science has come off the worse from the interaction, although he remains full of praise for most scientists and their actual work.

Koonin’s contention is that Science as an institution has failed to uphold its own high standards in the field of climate science.  While he holds considerable regard for many climate scientists and cites their work extensively, he believes that scientists as a whole have failed to uphold their duty to the public to explain their results in a coherent fashion, resulting in alarming and egregious inaccuracy and misrepresentation of the actual facts.

Koonin spends time setting up his credentials because he knows for a fact that he’s going to be attacked for going against the prevailing public consensus on climate change - which he isn’t, not really.  The book makes a strong case that the climate is changing, and that humans are having a real and measurable effect on it.

This is not a climate denier, and while I wasn’t able to corroborate every claim he made, the vast majority hold up (and most of the ones that don’t were references to things people said, not scientific assertions).  Koonin believes that climate change is real and important, but laments the hyperbolizing interested parties do with the data and the scientists and scientific institutions that allow it.

Unsettled is an attempt to push back against the alarmism Koonin sees.  It emphasizes error bars, uncertainty, and transparency over persuasion and hyperbole.

If you take away anything from this review, take these points:


	The climate is always changing, and humans are accelerating those changes in certain ways.  It is important and necessary that we understand these changes and our part in them, so we can be prepared for the future.

	Climate change isn’t an existential threat to humanity within the next century to the absolute best of our current knowledge; this is not an excuse to do nothing.  We don’t know how the future will unfold - things may get worse, but humans adapt.

	Don’t build things where you know hurricanes are going to hit and then whine about climate change when they do.

	Much like with COVID-19, if you want to know what’s really happening, look to the data and research itself, not the government or the media.



Notes


	This review only covers Part 1 of the book, which is the majority of the content.  Part 2 (really just the last few chapters, omitted in this review for brevity and salience) discusses possible strategies for mitigating anthropogenic climate change (including how implausible many are), along with methods of geoengineering (manipulating the climate on purpose) we might deploy to keep the planet’s climate within tolerable bounds should we need to.

	Many of the figures here are taken directly from Unsettled; it should be clear where all others were sourced from.

	Quotes are from Unsettled unless otherwise sourced.

	“All models are wrong; some are useful” is a quote attributed to George Box.

	Predictably, Koonin experienced several…reactions to his public stance.

	Scientific American: A New Book Manages to Get Climate Science Badly Wrong. And a later review of Unsettled from them as well.

	Koonin responds to some of the backlash in a medium article that directly calls out the Scientific American article as a hit piece.

	After a cursory examination I have Koonin winning this “exchange,” but I didn’t put too much effort into it.














Very Important People: Status and Beauty in the Global Party Circuit


“Everybody has to feel superior to somebody. But it’s customary

to present a little proof before you take the privilege.”



Plenty of Codex-flavored book reviews hardly loiter past first scroll before cracking their knuckles and donning their p-hats, but when it comes down to quantitatives, Very Important People: Status and Beauty on the Global Party Circuit cares about just four: height (ideally, north of six feet in heels), weight (conspicuously, if not ludicrously thin), age (certainly less than thirty, preferably less than twenty-five), and facial attractiveness (left as an exercise to the reader).

That’s me. So in the name of qualitative research I found my sample-size-of-one self in a Manhattan restaurant one evening last November, accepting a fruity drink nestled in an inflatable flamingo koozie as I sat down at a long table of like-bodied women, bracing myself for the global, the party, and the circuit.

i) TAO Downtown

Perfect timing one of our promoters, M, greets me as I arrive an hour later than was asked. A friend called just as I was crossing Seventh Avenue, there was a bomb threat a the NYU dorms. She doesn’t handle those things well. I awkwardly satellite at an adjacent empty table for a few minutes, until another waiter M can bark at comes into range. Hey, can we pull up a table for her?  The flamingo’s cute. Hate to be the busboy stuck spending his afternoons blowing these up, though. Or maybe the bartender handles it while he’s shaking the drink. Shake-blow-shake-blow.

Tonight, it’s Baby Brasa, followed by TAO Downtown. The one-two punch is by design, the book warns me:


Treating girls is the basis of the VIP economy. In exchange for dinner, girls are implicitly expected to spend time at the club with a promoter…The uncertainty over exactly how or when repayment happens can make a gift more burdensome than a clearly delineated market transaction. Girls and promoters dance around this silence: By accepting the invitation to dinner, she is in a social debt to the promoter, but what, exactly, is expected of her?



The night is to be rife with such ambivalence, I’m told. The rich spend, the wealthy spend nothing. My beauty is priceless, so I will go uncompensated for it. I am obliged to have fun; my presence in a space is not to be mistaken for my presence in a space. Strings are attached to everything, and everyone wants to feel like they’re the ones pulling them. We’ll all tango through these tripwires, for fear of collapsing the superimposition into any one legibility which may paint us in a bad light. And everything is already priced into those markups.

M thrusts a plate of grilled chicken my way. Just a plate, of pieces of meat, put on display, passed around a table, of pieces of meat, put on di—no cheap analogies I stop myself and heap a few portions onto my plate, eliciting another M comment: I would have never guessed you ate meat. Starting to like this guy. I eye the rest of our spread. Not much to write home about. Of course, I was warned about this, too:


Usually at comped promoter dinners, dishes were served family-style and without regard to anyone’s preferences, and the kitchen often sent out the cheaper food, or what hadn’t been ordered much that evening.



Which, I mean, understandable, given half of it will be purged later anyways. Am I still vegetarian if I don't digest meat?  I be social with my immediate tablemates for a bit. I'm a fashion designer! I lie. Totally knew from your outfit, they say. I don’t remember if I returned the question in kind, or if or what they answered. One was originally from Turkey, I think.

You German?

M, again, to me. Speaking of. That men in this city so often peg me as Ambiguous East-ish European, it feels like a recurring gag, to have a major trait of yours assumed so consistently, exotically wrong. They must not get out much. I remember what an ex told me:


No, I can see it. You look simple, but devastating enough.

Devastating enough for what?



If I could, I would play dress up. Olga from the Volga, daughter of one of the old-school oligarchs, one who fell out of favor with Putin decades ago, or Petra, nineteen, who has seen things dangerously beyond her years in Berlin nightclubs, they’re serious over there, you know. I have none of those accents in my repertoire. At least I know after I hit the wall I’ll be able to pull off a babushka.

No, I’m from Texas! I tell M. You like the Cowboys? he asks. I don’t really follow sports. C’mon you grew up there though, right? Yeah, but geographically closer to the Texans, so that’s my team?

Are you a Cowboys fan? I ask him. Seems like one of those sports teams that has an implausibly large number of out-of-state fans. They can’t all be expats, there’d be no Dallas left. No, I like some team from Florida I can’t remember. But I’m from Detroit. What? Don’t they have their own team? Aren’t they pretty notable? You guys are weird.

He gives me a that’s the way the ball bounces shrug. He’s wearing a black tee. I come to find they all wear black tees. Clients, too. It’s like they’re all in on some grand shoot-the-moon strategy where most men wear Fruit of the Loom, but enough wear Tom Ford to introduce just enough uncertainty such that any one man exists within a rich-not-rich superimposition. And it’s rude to collapse that superimposition. Just as it’s rude to ask a woman what she weighs. Tit-for-tat. We have our own shoot-the-moon strategy, we simply winnow ourselves so thin we’re one-sided. So thin your guess will be too high knowing your guess will be too high. Nothing much collective about that strategy, but then, that’s the point: we, the tall the thin the young the pretty, are the negative space of our gender:


One powerful pull for women to join the VIP scene is precisely the knowledge that other women are not allowed in. Part of the fun is getting to join a world that excludes and devalues others.



It’s not the notes you play, it’s the notes you don’t play, a card-carrying womanizer once said. Royalty, as it is known, is not the fault of the royal, so much as the fault of each and every commoner who is born not-royal:


“Oh, no, models in New York City are, like—how can I compare them?” Eleanor continued, “I’m not gonna say they’re like the royals of England, but I guess—it’s not power—but the praise they get, is unlike anything I’ve ever seen in my life.” Exploiting our fundamental human assumption that the more attractive you are, the higher your social status is, clubs and their promoters want beautiful women of a specifically rare sort: fashion models. Or at least women who look like they could be models.



I have no good reason for why I fall into the latter category. Must’ve been the mall scout’s day off in the suburban Texas town I grew up in. People will endlessly but you me for answers when I tell them the truth, that I’ve never been a model, like they would demand answers of a rich man who blows a large portion of his wealth on rubber ducks. Fashion designer is my current answer: people accept it as a worthy surrogate without complaint, with the same reverence they afford an actor who does his own stunts.

Nor do I have any explanation as to why I’m just now getting into the club scene, either. Several weeks ago, had you subjected me to word associations, it would have gone something like global variable! party toe the line! circuit city!. Years of living in New York City, and as a Slavic seductress at that, yet noone was ever more babe or in the woods. Frittering away my prime years as olicharch-girlfriend material. Until.

I walk through the West Village on my way home from the gym, a white, four-door Porsche slows down, the man driving it calls out to me: Hey. Beautiful. I ignore him. It’s rarely that easy. Up ahead is a corner restaurant with outdoor dining booths running along the cross street. I round the corner, slowing my pace. Suddenly, the vehicle zips to the other end of the booths, then idles until I walk past, then matches my now-brisk pace. He calls again Hey, beautiful, I again slow the pace of my walk, absorb another Hey, beautiful, and with all the detached graciousness I can summon I make eye contact.

That’s better.

My spine straightens into more of a question mark.

I wantchou to come party with me.

Uncle Sam wore it better I think to myself. I continue staring at him.

Come, have some fun with me. Already holding out a fanned stack of business cards, he retracts his hand into the vehicle and scoops up a second helping, as if seeing me up-close cinched things for him. And bring all your gorgeous friends too he says, as a silent-laughter smile breaks out over his face. He turns and drives away. The minute he’s gone, I tear the slips of paper up and walk away in the other direction, feeling very much like a big shot. I was pretty pleased with myself until I looked up Very Important People several days later, after stumbling upon author Ashley Mears’s interview with Tyler Cowen, and a dozen pages or so in it dawned on me that no, all these men, they weren’t inviting me to participate in something shady, or at least nothing shady enough for me to cave into my stranger danger part.

All these years, petering away my party potential. All the pedestals I could’ve been put on. All the gaudy pairs of Louboutins I could’ve been sugar daddied. To my credit, I’m not the first to harbor an unexamined suspicion of promoters:


Promoters are widely criticized as pimps and “model wranglers,” for whom the fashion industry’s surplus of underpaid newcomers, known as “girls,” are easy pickings…The strategic tricks they use—gifts, flirtations, touches—do in fact resemble the work of pimps.  Promoters were painfully aware of how their job looked, and they tried very hard to distinguish themselves…



When I first moved to the city, I remember promoters were seemingly every fifth match on Tinder, but from what I can tell they’ve since banned all such off-label uses. Too, numerous times I found myself on the blunt end of what I now recognize as promoters’ top-of-funnel efforts while I was a member at the Equinox in Soho, in an area the book confirms as ground zero for promoter activity:


As he typically did on a sunny afternoon, Sampson parked his black SUV at the corner of Spring Street and Broadway in SoHo, downtown Manhattan. Two renowned modeling agencies are located at this corner; nearby are a dozen casting and fashion studios. It was a warm Friday, ideal conditions for scouting. If Sampson didn’t have afternoon plans to take models to lunch or to castings, he came here looking to meet new girls.



Having torn up my one active lead, and no longer being the kind of person who’s vain enough to work out at the Soho Equinox, I was up a creek. Time was of essence, each tick of the clock one second closer to my turning twenty-five and sprouting wrinkles. It’s not often one can review a book directly, just by living in its world for a while. I could’ve waited another few weeks, probably, until I crossed paths with another promoter, but instead opted to cold-message the most-followed Instagram account I could find with promoter somewhere in the name.

This was R. He was nice enough, and put me in a group iMessage with and an unidentified number, and the unidentified number put me in a second group iMessage with M, and thankfully the round robin stopped there because I was starting to get the girl is missing vibes from the whole thing. Book list to guest list. I join in halfway through a lumbering Happy Birthday we’re all singing to an older man at a nearby table. The majority of us are filming for social media purposes. Afterwards, a gaggle of giggles, as if we’re all residing in the wake of the funnest thing we’ve ever done, a sort of a reflex equivalent to the phone-voice most women adopt when they start speaking to someone unfamiliar to them.

It seems we’re making to leave now. M, who’s been standing for some time, comes over to me.  [Redacted], you’ll go with A he gestures to two girls already standing together behind him and K to TAO. I greet them, I haven’t met either yet. By the four criteria I identified earlier, we’re the only three women out of the dozen who fulfill them all. I take a last swig from my drink as I stand to join them, resisting the urge to deflate the flamingo and stuff it in my purse as a souvenir.

We make a pit stop before we leave. The restaurant isn’t all that crowded anymore but is somehow still absurdly inefficient at getting butts in stalls, and we’re badgered in line for close to ten minutes by a trio of guys who want us to join them. At one point, a too-large black ring I’m wearing slips off my middle finger and goes flying somewhere. It takes the combined efforts of all six of us several minutes of scouring the black floor before I find it myself, heading off any chivalrous debt I might’ve owed had one of the men found it first, thank god.

Soon, A, K, and I are outside, perched on the tip of the triangle of pavement formed where Greenwich Avenue veers into Seventh, awaiting our Uber. The girls seem like close friends. Freed of our suitors, we finally get the chance to introduce ourselves:  I’m A I’m K I’m [Redacted]. This is my first time ever going out clubbing! What?! Really?? Yeah I don’t know why I chose to girlboss it up here my job is pretty stressful, and someone from work told me I should try this because they said I might like it, because work hard, play hard, right?

One of the promoters called the car for us, and he sends A periodic updates, in the form of screenshots. No, he’s down here! We follow her south down Greenwhich. That’s cool though! Don’t worry! We’ll watch your back tonight, you’re with us! Shit, this way I think. We dogleg it down Perry Street. Are you with V? I have no idea who V is. Yeah, I am! Oh, we loooooooove V! He really takes care of the girls he brings out with him. He took us to get facials, after we’d been out one night with him a few weeks ago!


Further obfuscating their labors were the many pleasures women experienced from their position as girls.



It was like, six a-m! Oh, this way! Neither mention R at any point. I’m just along for the ride, I guess. Which so far has just been a lap around this entire little triangle block thing Brasa’s on. We still can’t pinpoint our driver; all this trigonometry is giving me blisters. One of the promoters from the book chauffeured girls around in his own Escalade, V needs to get with it. Oh shit, is that it? A starts towards a white Camry flashing its hazards. It was it, we pile in.

Maybe R’s the intake form. Dinner’s the cattle call, where M sorting-hats us. Harsh, but, well, The Categories Were Made For Men. And maybe V’s the more white-glove of the trio. A true model wrangler, a proficient pamperer. Not all are such good sports:


Models, on the other hand, were more likely to be a “pain in the ass”—they were too demanding, in his view, probably because they knew their value.



A, K, and I, what is our value? Its essence, exactly? Can we roll it up and smoke it? If you can think of babies as time billionaires, are we looks billionaires? Do some of us exceed the GDP of whatever podunk Balkan we hail from? During these evenings, the following take from the book became a sort of Tuanian koan for me, in my greater moments of dissonance:


A “girl” is a social category of woman recognized as so highly valuable that she has the potential to designate a space as “very important”



which, if you can muster more surface level-reading than the contents of Borges’ library printed on a Gabriel's horn, is kind of sweet and uplifting. But of course, Very Important People leaves skin-deep value judgements in the capable hands of its nightlife denizens:


“It’s the quality of the woman. It’s the perfect thing. It’s just so beautiful to see and watch. A model is a model. She goes into a club, and she’s, like, flashlight_. She’s here, you know. And the guys next to her, they’ll be like, ‘Damn, this club is hot. Get me another bottle.’”_



I pretty much threw a dart at my highlights for that quote. Here, want another?


“Some girls are street pretty and some girls are models,” Malcolm concluded. At the time, Trevor couldn’t quite tell the difference. Sampson was constantly reprimanding him: “He’s bringing me girls all tits and butt, you know, girls he likes. I’m like, ‘That’s not what they want. That girl is just taking up space. Don’t bring that. No tits and ass. Just skinny and tall.’



A superficial value judgment a day keeps the inner beauty thinkpieces away:


Likewise, a New York club owner told me that models weren’t even that pretty. To him, they were strange, but “it pops in the club because they’re seven feet tall.” Promoters’ own tastes in women may have been different from that of the VIP look, but their work necessitated a restructuring of their vision around four key indicators: height, slenderness, youth, and facial beauty. This vision of beauty defines the VIP field as a high-status space, crowding out and even belittling alternative visions of beauty.



Height, slenderness, youth, and facial beauty. Height, slenderness, youth, and facial beauty. Height, slenderness, youth, and facial beauty. Heightslendernessyouthandfacialbeauty_._ These four elements alchemize into the gold standard of, well, everything. Everything life has to offer is more fun if you’re a model. Truly, everything under the sun: coding, law, elephants. Anything you do, it isn’t just something you do, it becomes an accessory, bathed in the glow of your magnum halo effect. You’re off-duty. Which means you could be on duty, but, again, it’s the negative space that throws everything into relief. Your off-duty state is sort of simultaneous slouch and flex, greening others with envy:


“…to most people, models represent the dream. They represent the elite, trendy world, the high-end world of fashion and beauty. They are the dream. I am not attracted to her, but she is my target. We need those girls.”



Because just like not all clients can’t be Saudi Royals or Jho Low, not all girls can be models. There’s a pecking order to these things:


“She’s hot,” he said casually as we kept walking. “She’s not a model but she’s hot, I’d definitely get with her. That’s what we call a good civilian. There’s models and there’s good civilians. A good civilian is a girl who fits the description of model but is not really a model. Like she’s not as slim or, you know what I mean, she’s not five eleven, but she might be five eight. She’s just a pretty hot girl, something that the clubs will see and say, ‘Ok, she’s pretty hot.’ ” “But you can tell the difference?” I asked him. “Oh, everybody can tell the difference.



Hence why M split us up from the main group, maybe. Away from the good civilians. I ask A, who is showing K and I a TikTok of her cat-cowing I mean that’s like a good cat-cow, I really worked hard on it and K if either actually models. Kinda kinda I receive in a flam. No one just whole-hog hustleporns it like I’m passionate about modeling. Always Yeah, I’m good at this, but I don’t really think about it. It just happens. But it’s not, like, my thing.

Do those fine-grained differences, between models and not-models, really matter? To someone spending oodles of money for the privilege of our company, yes, they do:


“Someone spending $15,000 a night in a nightclub wants the real thing,” he said. “Just the peace of mind that he is now part of that A-list, that social elite. I think that is what the actual difference is.”



Curiously, this pickiness lends some credence to the common promoter refrain I am not a pimp:


Promoters emphasize the visibility of beautiful bodies, not the quantity of sex acts that can be consummated among them. Thibault explained as much, emphasizing that the visible display of high-status femininity, not sex, is of prime importance.



If three inches doth tarnish a halo’s glow, the evolutionary circuits in play might be more sophisticated than Cro-Magnon do copulation (beats chest). Becoming part of the A-list was more subpar as a spread-your-genes-far-and-wide gambit back on the savannahs than it is now. The lizard-brain logic which enables sex sells as the marketing tactic par excellence has a healthy respect for diminishing returns; it’s more noble sorts of compulsion that let femininity facilitate:


While barely discernible as individuals, as a collective the girls played an important role in helping the men talk with each other about their worlds of business….Most clients and promoters simply believe that a room full of men is less comfortable than a room with women.



Did I say noble? I meant oh god please assuage my homoerotic anxieties:


Rudik, a Russian promoter working in Hong Kong and occasionally in New York City, explained that company managers entertaining clients hire him to bring girls to the after-hours entertainment. “Because it’s five guys, with a fucking magnum of champagne, and they look like fucking faggots



Look how straight we all are, we have our own fucking harem for chrissakes! It’s…certainly one use case of wielding femininity en masse. Still, pretty based. You certainly can use The Collected Works of William Shakespeare as a doorstop. Or, you can use it for its intended purpose:


Women were conduits of men’s power, Rubin argued, because men control the exchange systems through which women circulate as gifts….



There we go, conduits of power, sounds like a band from the eightie. That’s more like it. Do away with the Wildeian middleman altogether, yeah, now everything’s just about power.


…women are largely cut out from the value that their exchange generates…



Wai-


The unequal ability of one person to capitalize on another is a classic measure of exploitation in Marx’s terms.



…oh…


Men’s surplus value from girl capital goes largely unseen, since girls’ participation in the clubs is assumed to be fun, leisure, and not work.



Hey…


It would be too easy to say that promoters and clubs exploit girls for monetary gain; we would miss a crucial insight into how relations of exploitation operate. In short, promoters show us that exploitation works best when it feels good.



I…guess. The most surreal aspect to me throughout these nights was, despite never having modeled or otherwise directly made money off my physical appearance, I could nonetheless viscerally six-sense the cash fluttering about my invisible slipstream. Hear soft little cha-chings. Picture the little pile of bills that would accumulate at my feet if I stood in one place for a while. I’m actually being literal here, it’s a pretty easy game to play, during the more boring stretches spent around promoters’ tables. Twenty dollars, I’d think, for existing in this space, for my contributions to the revelry, over the next fifteen minutes. Is that a reasonable guess for how much Tao Group Hospitality might attribute to me? Divide annual revenue of the entire company by however many clubs they own by days in a year by hours in a day by six, take out whatever five percent the alcohol actually costs, divide by number of women in the room, don’t bother weighting out models from good civilians or whatever, is that twenty dollars? Or If I whipped around and demanded twenty dollars or I’m leaving from the client behind me who’s very clearly enjoying my company, wou-

We double-park it on Ninth, time to go_. Yeah, TAO’s definitely more clubby, like it’s an actual nightclub. It’s not like a bar that’s really loud with music, like some places we go to are_ K is telling me as we three slide out of the backseat and step onto pavement and bound down Sixteenth like we’re chained together, past the terminus of the line of people snaking towards the club’s entrance, squeeze our way through the tiny patch of open sidewalk between people in line and a hotdog stand, and step over the velvet perimeter of the entrance to join V, and T, another promoter in the outfit, apparently.

I notice that V instantly does not like me. I instantly dislike in kind. I had a psychiatrist once, one who frequently featured in the society pages, an off-brand Christopher Nolan making an admirable attempt at accessorizing his blazer-over-unbuttoned-shirt with a thin scarf. I showed my mom, and she pegged him as He’s cuter than he thinks he is. Same for V. Later, I looked up his insta, one recent post is a clip from the reboot of Mean Girls, in…which he’s…walking down some red carpet affair with a woman on each arm. Absurd levels of consistency there. I often wonder if he was the single live player I encountered in the course of my nights out.

Is that dress Zara? K asks me about the black slip I’m wearing, under a cropped leather jacket in a dark  green roughly the same vibe as a banker’s lamp. It is! Thought so! I remember seeing it online a few months ago. The hem falls six inches past my knee, and I suspect it was my original sin for V.


Sampson kept a simple tight black American Apparel dress and high heels in his SUV, and he was ready to tell a girl to change into this outfit or go home.



Too modest, too elegant, too regal, too stuck-up, too frigid, too cold and unapproachable. Even with a considerable slit up the left leg, terminating at my upper thigh, and four-inch heels. We advance to the front of the line. VaxcardsandIDs, VaxcardsandIDs a white, efficient-looking man in all-blacks chants, seems he’s the head bouncer or something. The face of face control.

One by one by one by one by one we comply. Purses, purses crowed the bouncer manning the next station, awkwardly situated right up against the bottom step of the steep stairs that lead down into the sunken entryway, one by one by one we comply, V and T look on, and then hold the doors for us as we enter. A very dark, stubby hallway later,  I behold the main floor, which ups the ante on the sunkenness considerably. Vaguely Compactor 3263827-feeling, with the rough brick walls that glow reddish-orangish in the lights scattered about. And the monster down below.

Up until this exact moment, participation was nowhere on my radar. This is because I read a sociology book about something no normal person would get themselves involved with because they read a sociology book about it. Really, I believed I could get away scot-free as a student of humanity, eager to behold facets brought to the fore by alcohol, by cocaine, by marijuana, by ecstasy, by short skirts, by red-soled shoes, by flashing lights and sizzling sparklers, by house music, by trap music, by subwoofers, by testosterone, by peacocking, by status games, by outrageous parties, by heavenly bills.

But now the threat of it is everywhere. I am an active inhabitant of a world I’ve grown accustomed to opening and shutting at will. That all eyes are on me sensation starts roaring in my ears, no longer am I concealed behind my one-way mirror. We descend down into the activity, pushing through people like they’re the undergrowth of a jungle. Crowds are really, really not my thing. The volume of the music, the lights, both hit you like Bergeronian handicaps dialed to the max. And the continued chill from V, and not really knowing anybody here, and perhaps residual transference from talking my friend down earlier, the whole feedback loop runaways me into something like a fugue state.

I vaguely remember: Being introduced to another girl, maybe a good civilian because she seemed a bit older. Accepting an empty flute glass from someone, and them pouring Prosecco into it. V, gripping a half-empty bottle of champagne by the base, holding it out to A, tipping periodically so she can guzzle. Typing observations into my phone, locking it, and then unlocking it and deleting them. Tequila, then a little while later more Prosecco. A Bitcoin-themed bottle train thundering by, what if Satoshi cashed out all his holdings and went on like a giga-Jho Low bender. K, showing me a single, tiny, blue music note tattooed on the underside of her wrist, It’s a reminder to me, that the difficulty of letting go doesn’t have to be that bad, you know? I have a difficulty of holding on in the first place I tell her Which is why I don’t have any tattoos. T, offering up an unsolicited You look a little pissed to be here.

As the evening trances on for me, as my blood-Prosecco content gradually dulls away the agitation into a sleepiness, until about two-thirty, when a burst of reflexual anxiety oh shit I haven’t been watching my drink that’s what They tell you always gets girls kidnapped into sex slavery jolts me back to my senses. Oh. I look around for a while, take it all in. In not too long I decide to leave, it doesn’t seem like another six-a-m spa trip is in the cards anyways. I shout my goodbyes to M, K, and T, not V, and push through the hordes to the stairs.

Outside, I wind my way around the Google building, to the sidewalk on the far side of Fifteenth. I sit down on a stoop to change into my flats, and am almost instantly splattered by a deluge of chemically-white bird shit. It’s the most I’ve ever seen come out of one bird. On my green jacket, it looks a bit like a Twombly blackboard; everywhere else, my hair, my shoes, it’s just gross. I stand up again, my feet newly stumbly as they deacclimatize after hours spent in high heels. My ears are ringing ferociously. This feels like a setup for enlightenment I think. I continue home.

The nuance Mears renders plenty unsubtle is that girls, their youth and beauty, are to nightlife economics what gold was to the Bretton Woods agreements: the value to which status is pegged, and pegged to that, all other in- and outbound vectors of this world, like clients' piles of money, promoters' hours of labor beneath the surface, social media-fueled lifestyle envy, beds at rehab clinics. Pop sociology book sales.

Yet, of the four personas Very Important People studies⏤girls, promoters, clients, club owners⏤it renders girls most obliquely. In terms of aggregate airplay, we hear more from promoters, clients, and club owners about girls, and from girls who either are themselves promoters or the girlfriends of promoters, than girls qua girls. Most we do hear from are models, or, sorry,


…in the morning, it’s like, ‘Hello.’ ‘Oh, hello.’ ‘Uh, what do you do?’ ”— the client here took on a high-pitched voice and pretended to be the imaginary girl in bed next to him—“ ‘I’m a model!’ …



Mears peppers in a few exceptions. A girlboss with an MBA! A philosophy grad student! The exceptions belie a rule, implicitly argued: a girl is nothing if her looks. Melt this gold down, shape it whichever way you wish, it’s still only worth its weight. To be beautiful is to be a present tense, to bind specific points in space and time together in holy infatumony. What is it like, to be a present tense?

What Very Important People is, is a book about promoters. Full stop. It introduces, I would argue successfully, what must be a novel archetype to her core audience of academic-adjacents: the lives of precocious charmers, for whom vocation finds them; careers of brokers for whom the Faustian gives way to the Cosasian, whose labors hide so acutely in plain sight; desperations of dreamweavers, for whom a sort of gradual whiplash sets in, when it becomes all too obvious, all too late, that it is themselves they have hemmed in, that the affliction of a Midas Touch is something aspiration alone cannot inoculate against.

You’ll see though, her book's cover isn't this model-minority promoter. It isn’t some sleazy-snazzy client or a crusty club owner, either. It’s a girl. Nevermind that, how that meeting went, We loved your book about how sex sells, now, how do we go about marketing it…?, authors have little say in those matters. Rather, her cover, what gave her access to this world, her only vantage point, was that of a girl’s. But it's just that⏤a cover, for Mears-the-detached-observer. The full extent of her introspection follows:


It is difficult to convey just how incredibly seductive and thrilling these nights could be…



and after that, several glossy, disassociated paragraphs that read right out of a Become A Girl brochure:


…Moments of delight may build up over an evening, beginning with a lavish dinner in an upscale restaurant with beautiful people who don’t have to contemplate paying the bill, followed by being whisked past the velvet rope, ahead of everyone waiting outside in line…

…These intoxicants are consumed amid elaborate light and sound systems with famous DJs delivering beloved house and hip-hop beats, which inspire friends and strangers alike to lose their inhibitions…



Beloved. Mears-the-girl is left in search of an author, as Very Important People’s is totally uninterested in interrogating the qualia of one who embodies the elemental component of nightlife, like an economist studying America's role as global financial hegemon in the twentieth century is indifferent to the oxidation states of 79Au. Says so right on the tin, if you can consider the second half of paragraph two, of footnote number thirty-nine, of chapter four to be the tin:


By considering appropriation and ownership, sociologists can move away from analyses of [bodily] capital as a personal advantage, to consider how systems of power relations enable value accumulation from bodily resources that are not one’s own.



Given the faculties of Departments of Systems of Power Relations that Enable Value Accumulation from Bodily Resources that Aren’t One’s Own Studies are made up of people, who are human, like everyone else, she was no doubt keen on avoiding even a whiff of racy-New-York-diary-

of-a-socialite, since


Using sex appeal and “erotic capital” may in fact exacerbate women’s exclusion from masculine realms, which tend to be more authoritative, higher status, and better paid.



And I can’t fault her. As-is, nightclubs, today’s certainly, are almost too perfect a subject to observe under the sociologist’s microscope; catering to so many lowest-common-denominator pleasures, naturally they are ripe with delicious contradictions and _just so_s. A definitive, general treatment was needed, and long-overdue because we’re just nerds. We had no hope of ever infiltrating Studio 54, or the 90s scene in general, which is why polatches and other rituals of the indigenous remain our most up-to-date touchpoints on human nature. And of course I know first-hand the first-initial trick just works.

However. An economist who wields alchemy is no longer an economist, nor an alchemist. They are a mutant of some kind. Perhaps this is not so outlandish, a few could be considered among us already. What of other subjects? Where are other openings for the interplay of insight and fiat? By definition, any such investigation proceeds against the grain of orthodox sociology, away from systems of power relations, and towards analyzing individuals’ idiosyncratic accumulations of bodily or mental, or emotional capital. From powers that be to be your own powers__.

For those closely tracking, no, I’m not a mutant. Endowed with mint’s worth of sex appeal, bodily capital, reality privilege, fatal attraction, feminine mystique, and a looks gap to rival my thigh gap, maybe, paired with whatever tic compelled me to spill this much ink over the sociology of the sociology of nightclubs. However, I’m still very much learning how to go brr. But I can't wrestle with Friston or stat-check Georgism, so I go with what’s readily available to me. Enjoy the next seventy pages’ worth of it.

ii) LAVO

Hey do you wanna join us at the lavo nightclub tonight? We have an 11:30pm walk-in let me know brightens my lockscreen while I’m at work the following Thursday. I let it sit for hours, then come back with a lame tiebreaker: is bird poop really good luck__?


“The widespread belief of bird droppings as good luck is based on how uncommon it is to be pooped on by one. With countless birds in the sky and numerous people, getting pooped on by one is extremely unlikely — in fact, it is said to be even more unlikely than winning the lottery ticket, but the bird chose you.”



The bird chose me. hey yeah sure i can make it! I scroll up some, past last Thursday, past several times he asked and I was busy, until I rubber-band at the top.

hi it's [REDACTED] |

so i just read ashely mears’s |


book on your kind of thing, & i’m

kinda wanting to try it out

| Lmao I read her article

| When you come out with me you’ll

realize most promoters are normal

chill people 😂



yay yay |

ha i work in tech & honestly |


from the book ya’ll seem wayy

more down to earth than some

people in my world

| I feel like tech / stem people

can lack social skills sometimes

and they just end up being unpleasant

Lol

| I was on the robotics team all

4 years of highschool so I saw

enough haha

| All brilliant kids but my god

you wouldn't want to bring them

to a party

| A lot of them work for like

Amazon and google now they're

doing well



I swipe out and over to another app to schedule my cab for the night in advance, which sometimes saves me a few dollars. I'm in "Uber jail," I heard someone call it that, because I forgot my mask last week on the ride I took to Brasa, and the driver happened to be a stickler. I put my phone down, rummage through my tote, pull out my mask, put on my mask, open my camera, take the damn selfie to verify I'm masked up for my ride in eight hours, and curse whichever of R’s former teammates is at Uber now and doing well.

Later, at home, buried in my wardrobe’s banish pile, is a little black shirtdress, about two-hundred dollars' worth of polyester and markup. Models, especially, were considered so beautiful that they could wear a basic dress out and still be considered top quality. I scoop out the pile from the back corner of my closet and sift until I find it. It was my go-to first-date outfit of the summer, until, already running late for yet another date, I almost tore myself out of it after spending ten claustrophobic minutes tangled up in this sort of Mobius loop-fold it does at the waist. But it’s short, so short, they don’t even bother with the -dress, and I'm tall enough people argue with me about what sports I played in high school. It’ll turn heads. It’ll do. I grab a sort of floral Jacquard thing I just bought which I can wrap myself in to pretend I'm not naked from hips on down, should a need for sudden modesty arise, some heels, and a bag which I hope is J.Crew-looking enough to not attract any thieving hands.

Allowing a generous amount of time for potentially more fingertrappery, I still have a few hours to fill.  Hannah, nineteen, claimed it took her five minutes to get ready, as she never fussed with her hair and she wore the same clothes to the club at night as to her castings during the day. But eventually, the time  I scheduled my ride for arrives. Hop in car, shut door, pull-down-dress-pull-up-mask, check phone. *What’s your ETA?* R asks. For once I opt not to be the sort who screenshots Uber and hits send as if it's more utilitarian. The sort that can lack social skills sometimes and just end up being unpleasant. 11:28! Ok I'm outside wearing a blue hoodie. I stuff my phone back in my bag.

Twenty-three twenty-eight, 58th and Madison. Prompt punctual partygoer. Some gawks and remarks from two men leaning in a recessed doorway as soon as my feet hit the pavement. This time, the girl understood the assignment. Four feet of legs high-heels-to-hips amble their way towards a nightclub. It mists, such that umbrellas are beside the point. A blue hoodie under LAVO's bluer awning. He's younger than I expected, from photos. Shorter. Hey.

A look. Hey R says_, glad you made it._

Yeah. Glad we could meet finally.

Yeah, sorry about the other night, I had to handle something that came up. How was it?

Maybe his...associates?...didn't say anything? Oh no worries. It was good!..Different. My first time, it was kind of what I was expecting, from the book at least, some parts.

Oh, yeah, that. I remember reading an article about that when it came out. There's...not really that..much?...though? Like...not for a whole book to write about.

Yeah it's repetitive, it could've been better as, like, a New Yorker article, and focused more on the stories of people. But it was a sociology book, and academics really get off on voyeurism, so it probably worked for her audience.

So you're a writer?

Ha. No, sometimes, but not things like this...like...I work in fashion, on the tech side of things at a startup in the indu-

Do you model, too? You could model, you definitely look like one. Yeah, you don't model, though?

I, just… ...it never really came up...never got into it. You?

Yeah I do some. I’m talking with an agency in Brazil, to do some work for there. I don’t know though…I feel like there’s a lot of money in modeling, but not really for the models, you know?

For sure. You’re Brazilian?

Laughs. No, I’m not, but that’s what people think all the time about me, when they’re trying to guess my ethnicity.

Me too! I get that I’m German a lot, or Russian. Had a guy stop me on the High Line the other day insisting, like wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Like, ‘Sorry, comrade, lemme through.’

Yeah, you look like you could be either of those…Hm. If I were guessing, I’d say you look Croatian, though, you could be.

That’s a new pin on my map. Wow, really? I didn’t know they had a look like that, a distinctive enough one…I’m white bread from Texas!...‘Croatian’...

Now guess me, for real.

…Columbian? Maybe?

Nah, but I get that all the time, too. I’m Indian.

Oh…hence the robotics.

Oooohohhh…oh my god, I forgot that we talked about that. I haven't told anyone since high school I did that! Yeah, my school used to go to competitions, and we'd get killed by the Brazilian and the Korean teams...I was majoring in engineering, at CUNY, until I dropped out at the beginning of this year.

If you can’t beat ‘em, model underwear for ‘em. So you’re promoting now? And modeling?

No, we just started doing that over the summer. You should've run with us then, it was warmer, we had some fun nights. Modeling, but I do marketing for some clubs and restaurants here. Like there's a club called Etiquette, that's another one you should go to with me sometime.

He pauses, and pushes his hood back some, then again a beat later, like it’s a dial of a kitchen timer he's tracking his monologue with.

They offered me like six figures to work for them, but I didn't want it, since I'd have to give up my other clients. I still run their social for them, though. Helping get their accounts verified has been a big thing for me, getting references in articles and things for them.

Oh no way, hey get me verified, Wall Street Journal covered an app I made a few months ago! Shit.

Thaaaat’s… impressive. A second genuine reaction from R, but I wish I hadn’t mentioned that, it kind of destabilizes things, because either way I come off as being disingenuous about something, I’m either lying about that, which is just a weird thing to lie about, or lying about other, unmentioned things, because what girl who could model but doesn’t picks up that sort of accolade only to casually brag about it to a promoter who recruited her off the street on her second ever night out clubbing.

You went to school for that? Still in college I say at NYU, I started out studying literature, but I’m in one of those programs that lets you design your own major, so I’ve kind of switched into mostly computer science things now.

Oh, nice, my mom was going to the dentistry school there. But she dropped out when my dad got her pregnant. And then I came along nine months later. The last sentence he says with a kind of pop! goes the weasel affect. I went to study engineering at [one of the city or state colleges in New York, I can never keep those straight and forget which he told me he attended], but I haven’t been there in a while.

Six figures out of two consecutive dropouts. Not the norm—it’s surreal, how much R is like some character a neural network would’ve regurgitated had you fed it Mears’s depictions of promoters.


The majority of them come from lower-middle- and middle-class backgrounds, yet they earn six figures, drink high-priced champagne, and share social space with the superrich. Given the limits to class mobility in the United States, this is a remarkable accomplishment.



Hey R says to V as he walks up to us, ending our conversation. Hey. A furtive glance my direction, but it doesn’t seem to be for R’s benefit. I keep my own Hey behind my teeth. Charming individuals are like pulsars, you notice this when you find yourself perpendicular to one’s pole. But there’s no denying the beacon draws people in.


...of the thirty-nine male promoters I interviewed, only one sought out the job on his own initiative. Rather, the job had a way of finding them. It’s easy to see why: they are charming men, flirtatious, stylish, and persistent…



It has to—otherwise, it’s coercion. Or, worse yet, blatantly transactional.


When I asked a club owner why he doesn't just pay girls directly to attend his club, he told me, "That would ruin the fun."



Fun is putting it loadbearingly. As is typical, the dignity and efficiency of an individual are inversely proportional to one another. Status


…cannot be bought outright without, of course, a loss of status. VIP clubs have to construct the potlatch in a way that suspends the deliberateness of status-seeking, primarily by making it fun and seemingly spontaneous. Clubs are spaces designed to sublimate people’s criticism of clients’ wasteful displays and refashion them as play.



Ambiguous transactions give more surface area to least-worst interpretations. Thus, if we take Occam’s Razor to it, what we find is not the system apparatusing out parcels of status like they’re widgets, but the individual manifesting, overflowing with, his own élan vital.


Most people, including Veblen__, imagined ostentation was an inherent trait of the rich. I found, however, that it takes considerable coordinated effort to mobilize people into what looks like the spontaneous waste of money.



Of course, this demographic, they’re not exactly the BYOG type…


For “someone like me”—not for himself personally, [the client] clarified—who “went to MIT,” he began. “You’ve seen the girls on that campus? Okay, so you know what I mean. In finance, these guys come to New York after four years of being in schools like this, and they start working at Goldman Sachs making tons of money, and they can go out and get bottle service and you get to hang out with models. So the club scene is basically giving them something that was never attainable for them.”



…but that part, the hordes of women like me, is sort of the stone in the soup, so to speak. So:


The tables inside a VIP club are carefully curated and controlled. Even though this scene looks like the life of the party, it is the outcome of tremendous backstage labors—the unseen work that makes conspicuous consumption possible.



Promoters’ tremendous backstage labors, that is. Of course, nothing is stopping clubs from putting promoters out of their jobs by holding their own casting calls, but the obvious:


Hiring a broker is a common means of obfuscating a stigmatized exchange...Clubs do not want to hire girls directly because it moves them out of the business of nightlife and into the business of brothels. The broker alleviates this stigma, but then he bears the moral burden of the suspicious transaction.



R is talking with M, who just appeared at some point, I guess. Two girls with us tonight are underage. Ok, we’ll just be careful and see how things go. We all get in line now, me, R, V, M, and fourish other girls. None four-out-of-fours, objectively. R introduces a pair to me, I cran my neck down. They’re French, visiting the city for the first time I learn. He has a huge count of Instagram followers, which I assume is his primary avenue of recruitment.


…such a person “need have no special talents or wisdom to fulfill his function … His main qualification is that he is public…



Maybe Etiquette had offered him a-dollar-per. R, along with M and V, all seem a generation younger than the promoters Mears followed, greener, their identities less wrapped up in their careers. Less lengthy lengths they’re willing to go for their livelihoods. Not like the promoters Mears followed during her research, who go so far as to start model apartments, to expedite the exploitation and all that:


The apartment required a hefty deposit of $50,000, but within six months, Vanna said, they had already made it back. Girls living there were required to go out at least four nights a week with them between Monday and Saturday, for a minimum of three hours, from 12:00 to 3:00 a.m…Promoters could make serious money with a model apartment, which guaranteed a reliable quantity of high-quality girls at their tables every night…



V maybe would, just for the power trip that must come along with being a shady, capricious landlord like that. Side note, the rest of the paragraph offers resounding evidence in favor of the Hot Girl Messy Room theorem:


…Vanna and Pablo hired a housekeeper to come once a week, but in the meantime, trash piled up everywhere: garbage bags near the front door, cans of Four Loko energy drinks and full ashtrays in the living room, dried-out contact lenses stuck to the kitchen counter. Food didn’t stay long in the pantry. One girl hid a set of clean dishes, since her roommates were always leaving their dirty dishes in the sink for days.



Expedite the exploitation. Entire eons have come and gone within the realm of social media in the decade that’s elapsed since Mears’s fieldwork took place. Cruising around in your Porsche, flagging down pretty pedestrians, when you could just be dmming away in your jammies. Cultivate deep ties with the bitches? Over time, involving gifts that cost financial money, involving intermittent emotional labor? Thank u, next.

Have social media aptitude, will travel. Like twenty-two-year-old R’s sixer marketing job offer. Whether the goods you’re moving are Hims or hers, makes no difference. To them, the promoter propper is obsolete, a sort of relic with a decadence we ascribe to all the mechanical turks of bygone, like clockwinders or pinsetters. Humans in the loop. Below the API before there was even an API one could unwittingly find oneself below. This is the irony of the promoter who specializes as such: what it takes, truly doing the job with verve, is to mask your implementation details so well, that you yourself can no longer discern the seams:


How one acquires social capital has an effect on the perceived legitimacy of its holder...Interactive services are typically characterized by clear asymmetries...But the promoter, in an effort to craft an "authentic" consumption experience, cultivates and performs a relationship of equality with clients...They believe [they can] convert their connections into profit—in part because they see their job not as conducting a service relationship, but as leisure time spent with friends.



The book’s emotional peak is a brutally understated few pages of For sale: glittering deals, never materialized:


Every night it seemed [Dre] spun a different tale about his music career just about to blow up, his hip-hop album about to drop, his car company, or his import company. “...All the people that make money in this world, it’s a question of relationships. It doesn’t happen any other way. No other way. You introduce them and you take your cut…”

Dre’s partner was supposedly negotiating in Europe to sign a contract to secure their broker’s fee, and, rather ambiguously, Dre spoke of his impending “30 percent for the next ten fifteen twenty years. I just got the text message.” He quickly added, “This is one of twenty deals.” Ostensibly, as Dre told it, because he brought the girls to help make the business dinner a success, he was to be paid a cut from the deal.

When asked about how the telecommunications coverage would expand from the Balkans and to which parts of Europe, Dre did not know the details; he’d have to check with his partners. The deal never materialized.



R, V, M, they seem to harbor no illusions about their positions vis-à-vis clients, owing to the more mercenary posture operators savvy at adopting and incorporating new technologies have. Relational to transactional, that’s what happens when the API comes to town.

And now, after steeping myself in the scene for a while, Very Important People reads less like a timely sociological treatment of the troubling realities behind moneyed leisure, and more like a poignant chronicle-of-the-plight-of everymen chewed up and spat out by an idiosyncratic service sector job.  Born too late throw debaucherous polatches, born to early to wirehead it with our sexbots, the role of a promoter was spun up by neoliberalism as a scapegoat, whose sacrifice would shoo away the tsks of those self-appointed policemen of invconvenient social moores we had to violate in order to have our fun.

They had a good run, from the mid-nineties to the late-tens. A lot of things did. Shoulder pad-free blazers. The end of history. I whip out my umbrella, the mist is heavier now and is obeying gravity. Now you take that out from R. Not worth trying to explain the nonlinearities of ambient moisture to someone with a crew cut. Not a minute later I have to whip it back in because we’re headed inside. Down the stairs. Can’t these places just be on the ground floor, or do they like seeing us giraffes teeter like that much?  Coatcheck runs the length of the landing’s right-hand wall. I guess I could shed this rug. I slip out of the jacquard coat, pass it to the attendant, This I say.

Five dollars. What? Coatcheck is five dollars.

I have to pay for something? Mutter This wasn’t in the book to myself as I open my purse, open my billfold. Two dollars, in ones. Least I can rub them together. Venmo? She hints in a helpfully exasperated tone. Oh. Phone out. Venmo open. She gives me the username handle. Declined. Shit. Months ago my purse was stolen, along with all my cards, I hadn’t used the app since. I explain this unhelpfully as my eyes dart between my left hand feeling around the insides of my billfold for my current card and my right thumb bouncing around submenus. Minutes have passed now. How undignified of you to nickel and dime your royals li-

Suddenly a hand squeezes my right shoulder while another passes the attendant a five. Thanks I say It’s good R says. She slides over an orange stub with black text. 06117. I try to Ramanujan-taxicab it on the spot, 06117, 06117, nothing, can’t even intuit if the thing’s prime. Take a picture of it. What? Take a picture of it. With your phone, in case you lose it. Oh.

Finally I turn around, pretend to be oblivious to the queue that’s formed, and we walk towards the action. LAVO is much cozier than TAO, the dance floor is sunken, too, but less subterranean cavern, more 70s den. We push through to our table, it’s crowded already. A few introductions to people already around the table. R offers me a drink. Just tequila, please. Just tequila? Just tequila. He pours.

Gregarious me tries to introduce myself to a newcomer: Hi! Hi! I hear Where are you from? so I answer

I’m from Texas! and receive an enthusiastic Happy birthday!.

Almost as soon as it’s begun, the evening wears on. R tries to include me in some shot-taking ritual. I gulp down the vodka, bleh, but veer out of range before he can capture me in an insta story he’s filming. M offers to take my purse and store it in one of the cubbys in the seat of the booths. Wait, one sec I tell him and pound some few digits into my calculator app. Our group seems to occupy both the table I’m standing at as well as one more to our immediate right, which is wedged into the back right corner of the room. To our left is a table of people who work in finance. They just do. To the right of our other table is a pair of older men, fifties probably, surrounded by people they didn’t know before tonight, and then the stairs leading down to the floor from the mezzanine.

I'm kind of wedged in a weird spot. I’m facing away from the dance floor, facing the people at our table who are facing towards the dance floor, and past them, the wall. There aren’t any ads on the wall to stare at like there are in subway cars, which seems like a missed opportunity. And I stupidly put my phone in my purse. I’ll spend the whole night like this, awkwardly avoiding staring at the people in front of me but also trying to avoid looking like I’m looking at a blank wall with great interest I think to myself.

I am an incredibly, highly sensitive person in this way. Not really in the socioemotional sense–call me names to my face, I don’t care. I was an ugly duckling, believe it or not, I’ve dealt with my share. No, the sensitivity is geared towards some long-gone threat that’s anticipated to happen before a face-to-face confrontation occurs. Some ancient tripwire strung taut to sense confrontation as it’s inbound, indifferent to those already happening. Don’t be seen, and you won’t attract any attention.

A former lover called my body an “early warning radar,” for being so tightly wound so as to sense some threat that sends me tightening even more.  My muscles and tendons are always vigilant, vigilant, vi-gi-lant. He would try to massage me and find more knots than not. Like I’m so knotty, Santa misheard, and gave me coal in my Christmas stocking.  Mountain was and still is the hardest yoga pose for me for this reason, especially when I can see myself in the mirror, which I usually can’t because I keep my eyes closed throughout the class, but sometimes the instructor asks that you keep your eyes open, and I’m nothing if not the obliging sort. Meanwhile my shavasana is just peachy, the lights are always off for that one.

I can’t seem to bear the prospect of being seen moving without some airtight alibi. At TAO, beneath the sensory overload, and feeling like I just fell through the looking glass, was this. And here now. My little spandrel state of petrified modesty. Don’t look me in the eye, I’ll turn to stone. A modeling career was never on the table, What do I do with my hands? They won’t stop hiding my face. I had to ctrl+f in at least a dozen places while editing this, I slipped up nearly every time in typing out good civilian as model citizen. That’s me, a model citizen–a girl who fits the description of model but is not really a model. Like, she has the ‘up,’ but she’s still waiting on the ‘-glow.’ Has a fucking license to kill, with her looks, but she’s fucking vegetarian. She just enjoys playing dead fish too much because she can get away with it. It’s just the truth, she don’t know she’s beautiful.

You know how serious I am, linking you to that. Vibe energy chutzpah moxie, that’s the fifth thing a girl needs, but that’s a metis you can’t hope to measure. Thank god promoters see like a state, for the sake of this exercise. Just an innocent civilian nerdsniped into this wretched Valhalla. Through the looking glass, ind–Everyone's asking us where we found our model!

*...*

He shouts again for my benefit, Everybody is asking us where we got our model!

Really? Hearing this sparks a little something. My usual dead-fishness was transmuted into what probably came off as some ethereal detachment, an arresting bitch face. Like I said, just get me straight to confrontation, I can handle myself there. Collapse that superimposition, tell me what I already know so it means something to me. Get up here, you’re our prettiest girl! M bends down and shouts into my ear a minute or two later, grabbing my wrist to help me up onto the booth, and then the back of the booth.

Now I’m ten feet tall. My muscles relax just enough for them to become slightly entangled with the music pulsating through the room. I song I actually know comes on:  Just a a-pol-lo-linian gi-rl…livin’ in a dio-nes-ian wo-o-orld. I play a game of Mook or Mogul, looking around the room at the clients and bucketing them into either of the dichotomy Very Important People identifies:


Duke, a former club owner and now a real estate magnate in downtown New York, calls these people mooks: “You know, a mook. Someone who doesn’t know what’s going on … It’s the dentists that come in and buy the tables, thinking they’re in the company of the cool people, and the beautiful people.”



Mook is often used interchangeably with lettuce, the carb-free term for "bread-and-butter":


“It’s like making a salad,” continued the club owner. “What’s the most important ingredient, the biggest ingredient in a salad? Lettuce. That’s our affluent New Yorkers, guys with small bills of three to five thousand…” [They are] your run-of-the-mill banker, tech developer, or other upper-class professional with a disposable income. While on the lower end of importance compared to whales and celebrities, they are central to the VIP scene; in fact, they bankroll it.



Whales are what lie at the other end of the customer continuum:


…most valuable in this hierarchy of men is the whale, a term you might know from casinos and speculative finance. Whales can drop huge sums of money from their vast riches, sometimes over a hundred thousand dollars in a single night. Their reputation is legendary in nightlife. The biggest whale at the time of my fieldwork was a Malaysian financier known as Jho Low…



…and a few pages detailing his exploits that rekindled my ire over the world’s largest experiment with liquid reserves of cash coming up a complete bust because that lucky yokel possessed an imagination inversely proportional to his hoardings.

Of course, I saw a few celebrities too, but no one who clashed at all with the context. Joe Jonas. Fetty Wrap. I don’t see any looking out over the crowd at LAVO, nor many whale-looking types. At one point I notice both the older men a few tables over raise their glasses at me. I gamley reciprocate, hopefully enough gamely that they’re bowled over by how politely uninterested I wanted them to know I am. They look like, like exactly like, the mobster caricatures in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. Bridge and tunnel, I think of them, I’ve never used that term before. Feels uncouth. Me, I’m more South of West 110th & East 96th. Call me that to my face, I don’t care.

All meaning, this place isn’t very hip. I used to work at a place in the Tunnel, of Psycho nightclub-

scene fame, and the ancient spirits of the night were no doubt calling me bridge and tunnel as I scurried across their hallowed ground from La Columbe back to the office. I still felt cooler there than here. Cool. If you can bottle it up, it’s not real. You can’t bottle up the other side of the pillow., for instance. I always wonder what it was like to be a hip person in like 2004 or 2011. You know, have a few thousand Instagram followers, when that was something. You know something’s become nothing if you can bottle it up, someone said that once, and people have been bottling it up ever since. Such is life, such is nightlife:


The cool people don’t stay in one place for long, and club owners can both spend and earn a lot of money in pursuit of them. Each club follows a similar life cycle. First it attracts high-status guests and excludes everyone else. Over time, as the VIPs gravitate to other, newer clubs in the city, the club opens its doors to the lower-status masses and the crowd gets less exclusive. “If you put it in New York terms,” explained a banker and club regular, “it just gets a lot more bridge and tunnel … They’re just happy to be there …



The very idea of there being a “hottest place in town” seems a little quaint these days, in a post-Covid, ghost-kitchened world. You know cool isn’t cool anymore, given one of the more recent Schelling points for coolest place in town was somewhere you could hear everyone and see noone.

I’ve had enough, the only cool I’m hankering for now is the side-pillow-other kind, and I hop down, boothback-booth-booth-floor. I refill my glass myself for a change. In the next fifteen minutes, M offers me a blunt, asks me to take a selfie with him, and shows me a middleschoolish picture of him holding a koala bear. No, thanks, no, thanks, wow, you look so…proud?… R isn’t anywhere. My birthday well-wisher isn't anywhere. Bridge and his pal, Tunnel, are still over there, a few tables rightward. Do they charge tolls after midnight? How 'bout I'll hit and then blow the smoke into your mouth?

In short order I do the thing where you discover it's wild, really!, how much you have in common with another girl from a group in your vicinity that's making like they're making like they're about to leave, you spot it by a particular way everyone cocks their heads at their phones in close succession. And the script is just Yes, and. Oh, wow, my brother went to Fordham for law school! I break the news to M, I mean, they're my ride or die, what can you do.

You have NO Instagram? M yells into my ear as he's leaning over while I'm leaning over while I'm up to my shoulder socket blindly casting about the boothback cubby for my purse. Yeah, my name  was taken already, not gonna add random numbers like I'm some band from the aughts. Sleight of hand, shmeight of hand, they all just feed into some giant hopper under the dance floor. Finally, I feel a shaggy golfball charm and extract my bag like it's a claw game prize. Someone like y-

‘Someone like me’ should what, have an Instagram, like it’s some mechanical cause-effect sequence, like ‘You’re hot, so you then have an Insta’ is the same as some bowling ball rolling across the room and bumping into a pool cue which falls across the kitchen table and hits little spoon catapults that launch a bunch of marbles off to god knows where?  ‘Someone like me’,  who can point to yearlong gaps where not even a single photo of me exists, like I thought living as dark matter for a while would be or something?

‘Someone like me’  was someone who was pulled out of eighth-grade algebra class to a meeting with the vice principle and school counselor and to–

…and he’s paying no attention whatsoever, he's been waiting for me to finish my spiel, he passes me his phone wordlessly, keyboard up, cursor blinking in the First Name field. I tap my number out, hand it back to him, feel a buzz a few seconds later in my purse. Fieldwork, I think to myself in 3-D-rendered in blocky light-gray type on a black background  and rotating slightly, sparkles glittering off of it. Meanwhile, my squad's Uber is here. We say our goodbyes and skirt around the dance floor toward the stairs that lead up to the entrance.

I peel off as we pass coatcheck. Did none of them- Same attendant. She has to remember me. She still has to see my ticket. 06117. I can hardly contain my numberphilia as I pass it to her. If only math was  as cool as this place is to Bridge and Tunnel. It's not prime. I know, it totally looks like it though. It's also a zipcode in Con-

Everything good? I turn around. V. Yeah no what do I have to do to earn my fucking facial at one of these things, get up on the tabl- just headed home. I lack social skills sometimes and just end up being unpleasant, like when I half-shove an iPhone blazing a light-mode Uber app in his face in the darkened club to bolster my point.

Zero dark-thirty, 58th and Madison. Passive piscine partyleaver. Four feet of legs high-heels-to-hips stumble away from a nightclub. Dead fish walking. There's no longer any precipitation of any form, such that umbrellas are beside the point. A Gray Honda Sienna driven by someone named Pei. What I expected, from the app. Hop in car, shut door, pull down dress, check phone. Pull up mask. I scroll past Maybe M's message from earlier, scroll back, open it.


| Everything’s bigger in Texas 🤠



Hhm.

💬

bigger than in germany, at least |

iii) Etiquette

Well, I'm glad you made it. To… he glances around, as if searching for something toastworthy in the room, past me, at the all-male gaggle of R's friends-cum-clients, none of whom would ever be mistaken for Brazilian or Columbian, pulls focus back to me, whips left to note the winged robot on stage next to us, back to me …

‘To _____!’

What!?

T says, I said, ‘ To _____!’  He’s doing a sort of loud talking you do as a last resort before shouting, which is never attractive on anyone, no matter the necessity, it's like the volume equivalent to speed-walking. I can’t hear him. I hope I’m not toasting to anything obscene. I’m just shouting.

I…sure!

We’re at Etiquette, a sort of pop-up nightclub with a significant dinner theater component. We’re very underground. I spiraled down least four flights worth of marble stairs to get here, behind the trundling bouncer who escorted me down without slowing down halfway through at coatcheck so I could bare my teeth at those nickel and dimers, after I walked up directly to the entrance on Forty-Sixth and was whisked inside before I could even spit out my name or R’s. Can’t wait to party at M42 next week. Very cavernous in here, too. Caverns, it’s always caverns. Where are all the second-wave feminists decrying skyscrapers as monuments to phallocentrism now, huh? Oh, right. Face control.

The sheer kitsch of this place. King Freddie Mercury, with flamethrower. The I’m a F*cking [sic] Rockstar tagline. There’s a direct-to-video decadence to it all. Just their silly promo on their site:

ETIQUETTE PROVIDES AN IMMERSIVE, HIGH PRODUCTION, HOSPITALITY EXPERIENCE THAT ENCOMPASSES LIVE ART, WORLDLY PERFORMANCES, NIGHTLIFE, MAGIC, AND THEATRE INTO A WORLDLY DINNER NIGHTLIFE EXPERIENCE.

Worldly. Marvelous. Of all the nights I spend surveying the party circuit, tonight’s atmosphere feels emptied out of a certain taut significance most clubs peddle, and which of Very Important People’s  frame uncritically imputes. It’s a whisper, an undercurrent of charismatic epistemology continually reaffirming your suspicions: There is someone behind the curtain. There is a fiat that transcends the trappings of high status it is backed by. The rich are more right in their preferences than you in yours.

The outside view confirms this. There is not a sociology book about the enjoyment of your own preferences you can read. You however have read one about theirs. From this you deduce the existence of a superimposition that has been forced on you. By fiat. Theirs. And it continues on and on like this. And a vanishingly small proportion of readers are women who are north of six feet tall in heels, conspicuously, if not ludicrously thin, less than thirty, preferably less than twenty-five, and whose facial attractiveness is left as an exercise to the reader who will experience the ouroboros of it all for themselves from the inside and yank back the curtain to find there’s no one there.

None of this is helped by the book’s mascot, the polatch:


Potlatch is typically enacted by a group leader seeking prestige and status. Status was most obviously generated when a nobleman gave gifts so large that his rivals could not reciprocate, provoking their humiliation and establishing his dominance. …In a potlatch, a tribal chief or noble lavished gifts of considerable riches upon his guests to advance his title or rank, doling out large quantities of food, woolen blankets, or silver bracelets. Potlatch ceremonies often began as a feast and culminated in a fire, sometimes with the outright destruction of property, like tossing blankets into a fire, breaking canoes, or throwing heirloom coppers into the ocean…



Ah yes, shoehorning indigenous peoples into theories about timeless, universal attributes of human nature, that timeless, universal attribute of sociologist nature. Doctors, lawyers, Indian chiefs, all just wanna spray Dom Pérignon on girls taller than them in rooms with inordinate numbers of subwoofers. The rituals of the ancients, press-ganged into whatever context you need them to fit within, just works.

I don’t fault the book in the slightest for taking this tack. Had my aims been the same, my means would have been the same. It’s simply a no-win position from the outset; one’s hands are tied: the more seriously a book takes its subject, the more seriously the reader takes the book. Mears’s conclusions are brilliant:


For sites designed for the display and squander of money, VIP clubs undertake elaborate efforts to conceal economic exchanges. Money is front and center in the champagne potlatch, yet it is also carefully hidden in the relations between clients, clubs, promoters, and girls. Direct monetary exchanges between these groups is taboo.

For clients, clubs afford them the chance to act out domination over each other and over girls’ bodies, without the taboo that comes with hiring women directly, a relation that teeters dangerously close to the brink of sex work. In paying for wildly inflated prices on alcohol, clients buy the invisibility of the labor it took to bring girls to them; they pay to not have to bring girls themselves, or to pay a broker outright to procure girls. They are buying, in part, the illusion of spontaneity.



But after experiencing the world the book studies directly, I believe the it’s chosen frame–taking for granted the fiat of nightlife is intrinsically worth what it claims to be–inherently limits space for analysis, and by its own lights fails in its aims:


This book revives Veblen’s original critique and advances it empirically to ask, How does conspicuous waste happen? I document competitive spending rituals as organizational achievements, hugely dependent upon the backstage work of vulnerable women and marginalized men.



Because perhaps not entirely in Mears’s time, but certainly now, clubs are to status as Everest is to danger: venues of an embalmed élan vital that once made them frontiers. For their part, clubs’ inventions of ever more baroque VIP gimmicks read like a fractaling list of mountaineering exploits: First female ascent without supplemental oxygen. First to descend by paraglider and survive. Invent stupider and stupider games, dispense stupider and stupider prizes.

Nightlife is just rated-R Dave & Busters; it’s a bunch of mooks who think you can purchase a ticket to the opposite of Disneyland. The banality at the center of this world is difficult to communicate with the straight face Systems of Power Relations Studies demands of its practitioners. There’s no disassociating it away as a detached observer–you have to inhabit the world you present as a character in your own right, because you already do. You must seek to understand how your own idiosyncratic accumulations of capital affect things, because they already do.

I look around me. Confetti everywhere. I’m liking the dinner theater thing, it’s refreshing. For once, delicious visuals that are not female bodies are just as much on display as female bodies. I’m in such rare form I get up onstage and dance when the other girls do. When in Rome. No, I’m not in that photo. There’s a jester’s privilege to this place; there are clubby aspects here, still bottle service, still girls, but these only heighten the uncanniness.  It takes surreality to unmask surreality. I’m watching this guy dance on the table next to me when an feel the buzz of an errant DM, and decide I’d rather talk to this rando than anyone in my immediate vicinity.


| Watcha dooooin

being a pretty decoration at a |

nightclub as a favor for a promoter

friend of mine lol

| Hahaha got you locked innnn

lol it’s not like that |

long story lol |

| What are we drinkin

| And how loud is the music

hope you can still think lol



straight tequila lol |


| Thattagurl



I send him a photo I took of the robot actor who was onstage earlier. Not only was he winged, but his big, boxy helmet was covered in LEDs that cycled between facial expressions in sync with the music. And he had green lasers shooting out of each and every digit, even his toes. I also send a video of him battling what seems to be his arch nemesis, a gladiator with LED-studded armor a square screen mounted to his chest displaying a silhouette of a dancing, scantily-clad woman on top of a colorful background, who is pounding on a snare drum that’s strapped to him, like he’s the Little Drummer Boy who grew up to become this degenerate.


🖼 |

🖼 |

crazy place lol |

can’t beleive people actually pay

for this experience lol |

straight tequila lol |

| Thats actually a pretty cool photo

| At least they have entertainment

yeah they had a saxophonist and |

like acrobats earlier

makes it less boring lol |

| What would you prefer to be

doing?

lol actually this lol |

like i sail long story |

| Haha must be

| Boogie on on down then

| Bottle service?'

lol yeah |

i'm quite pampered |

| The only way to go

| Did they do the sparkler thing



I am well equipped to answer this, because at one point Very Important People helpfully explains what a sparkler is:


The sparkler is a live firework that shoots out as high as eight inches. It burns for up to fifty-five seconds.

of course |

even bitcoin themed lol |

| You're from Texas- what part

| Bitcoin fully mainstream now dang

so crazy



Houston! |


| Are you shouting at me from

across the dance floor!

yes lol |

forgot how much this |

makes your ears ring lol

and it’s all in 4/4 lol |

| Four on the flooooooor



The music really is atrocious at these things. Beloved house beats lol. It was strange initially, hearing these songs pumped out of terawatt sound systems. Before I assumed they could only ever emanate from the tinny stereos of Ubers, some west coast soylent treatment of Muzak which drivers are contractually obliged to blast. Or in spin class sometimes. I associated the particular genre with motion. You’re going somewhere. But at the club, it’s You’ve arrived, you f*cking rockstar, you. It’s New Year’s Eve from here on out. You’ve made it to the top, now you’re here. Unfortunately, arrival has a miniscule shelf life. It gets baroquer, quicker, than almost any sensation. The store-bought version offers less a zennish reach-the-peak-be-enlightened aura, more the murdered anticipation of a roller coaster getting stuck seconds before the it can coast down the initial precipice.

I put my phone away, deciding to leave. One of the aerial contortionists whipping around above almost killed me when her braided wig flew off her head and almost beaned mine, and I lost another ring of mine on the floor earlier, this time for good. Not my night. I’m yanking my coat out from beneath a leg of the table I stashed it under when I hear someone shout at me:

Are you a model!?

Da! I finally get it free, and stand back up to find myself chest-to-face with a good civilian. She stares up at me and tilts her head to one side a bit.

What!?

I feel like that godawful term’s gotten into my water supply for good. I hope she’s here writing her own book. I hope she’s hoping I’ll give her ammunition to savage me as the avatar of this whole gilded funhaus of mirrors. This imported bitch is so pathetic she couldn’t even get herself invited to Saint-Tropez, she’s just here, partying it up on a Saturday night with Alcoholic Betty Boop__. I hope she writes better than me, is more concise. Everyone here is writing, undercover, I hope, busboys, bouncers, the person who lights the sparklers, I hope the whole game of nightlife turns itself inside out and the ascent to higher and higher simulacrum levels becomes the most incredibly seductive and thrilling part of these nights.

No, I’m not!! I am not a model! I figure it’s too loud for her to argue with me. She doesn’t ask me any follow-up questions.

✧

Sunday, it still feels like morning to me, and I’m in my bed, sprawled out and tangled in the covers and skipping through stories from last night until I find myself. It doesn’t feel like there’s any grand qualia on the horizon like when I first dove into this world. Thanksgiving is next week, maybe I’ll eat my way to good citizenship like I’m Christian Bale or something, if I can keep from polatching it all up, see nightlife through another perspective. You don’t know what you’ve got un–there I am I spot myself finally. This is the girl. I do kind of look imported, in this context. Natasha, little Croatian flag emoji. twenty-two, Major Model Management, dm for booking and inquiries. Has a small dog, and a boyfriend who looks to be a gas station attendant. Must live near that Art Nouveau building fascadé she always uses as a background for her outfit pics.

What is it like to be a that? it feels more straightforward to ask her than to interrogate myself. Wring the blood out of that stone-cold stunner. I owe Mears something of an apology, this all is difficult to convey.



iv) Silencio

One night, sometime during these weeks, I remember a dream I had. It’s either very late, or else time has been murdered entirely, and I find myself walking up to the entrance of TAO Downtown, alone. The location was definite⏤Sixteenth Street and Ninth, Google building behind me, Chelsea Market catty-corner, the weird porthole facade of the building above the nightclub around the corner⏤but the streets bleed off into inky blackness beyond that perimeter, and no other people are present, nor any signs they might be. No parked cars, even. The silence was of the kind that oozes_._ Perhaps the absence of time entails the absence of people, because we read its effects on others in order to triangulate its passage, like watching the wind rustle through the boughs of trees.

That’s what I love about these girls, man. I get older, they stay the same age. Above all, isn’t this the brand of reality distortion that clubs proffer? I knew I was there to meet R, already inside, in that way you can clutch tightly onto only a single, atomic fact at a time in dreams, white-knuckled for fear of the consequences of this knowledge slipping into oblivion on your watch, for fear that it’s the lynchpin keeping this magic carpet you’re riding  from unraveling. For fear your grace should fall; for fear tonight is all.

In no time or an eternity later, I stood in front of the velvet rope, and on the other side was a man. Fifties or sixties, black windbreaker, crew cut, several inches shorter than me, a voice than can cut through a crowd; he was there my first night at TAO, manning that same post. I recite my reason for being, there, or anywhere, with the rote exactitude of a toy whose string has been pulled: I’m here with R. My charge released, and proud of my brevity, I don’t pause for breath, and prattle on: I’m still new to the party circuit...

The bouncer cuts me off at that, before I can mention the book, before I can establish a toehold of irony about my presence there. He’s warmly receptive in this, though, opposite my real-life impression of him, and I find his salutations briefly jarring... He continues, saying I ought to be introduced to tonight’s manager, Tuesday, who manages the club on Fridays, like tonight. I notice a small grin ripple across my face. I ask, Who’s on First?

Yeah, he says, in that sort of courteously bemused tone one reserves for marveling at stale novelties for the benefit of others, and Friday’s managing the place on Tuesday, and... I awoke at this, at my dream world being too rapidly peopled and calendared out to remain intact.


And tremble like a … Flower!





v) The Fleur Room

I hop out of a cab in NoMad a few weeks later, in early December. I ignored R’s and M’s invitations for weeks due to Thanksgiving travels, a major work deadline, and a major thesis deadline, but no longer. It’s Wednesday, and it’s three parties for tonight: I’ll join R at The Fleur Room at ten, followed by a trek over to another sibling TAO joint, the Marquee, sometime after midnight, lasting until presumably whenever. And I failed miserably in splitting the difference wardrobe-wise between these two engagements, and my first of the evening, my company’s holiday party.

I walk into the restaurant and weave my way back to the private room to join my cowokers. Six-pm, to six-am, the starting pistol goes off in my head as I step across the threshold. The forty-something of them are all here. I wrap the ruggish-looking long floral jacquard-knit coat I wear tighter over my short, short, short green-sequined holiday dress. It’s warm here, more than in the restaurant, much more than outside. I sit down, where I can find an empty seat. A waiter asks me what I’ll drink. A tapestry walks into a bar...

Nobody’s heard that one. Party girl walks into a club... everyone. The punchline at least. Me. Shriveling up at twenty-five or twenty-eight or thirty. Gaining weight after a harrowing breakup. Running into a propeller. Live by the sword, die by the sword; they’ll only shed crocodile tears when you bemoan your lost charm. Personally, I drive it like I stole it, especially given I had more than enough of an ugly duckling phase, not in the joyriding and stunts sense, but in the paranoia and cautious monotony so you don’t get pulled over and asked for papers which is when they notice something is amiss sense.

So I brandish my cover story throughout the evening indiscriminately: I have another party after this... Yes! That’s why I’m dressed up, like this... I know... Right after, the timing worked out perfectly, fortunately... What? Oh, no it’s not too far, it’s nearby... A friend’s Christmas party... A lounge nearby I think... No, I’m actually a little cold, still... Zara! Oh the dress you mean, Michael Costello... You’re not boring, it’s Wednesday! If it weren’t for that I’d be too... I know... His company’s party, I’m his plus-one... Oh, you know, finance, long hours, otherwise... Yeah, it’ll be pretty swanky I think... Long story…

Dinner is family-style, not unlike that at Baby Brasa. I nibble at the salmon. Someone remarks on how little I’ve eaten. Attention drawn to what you don’t eat when you do. My boss gets up to deliver a short speech, rally the troops and all that. He’s wealthy, from previous ventures, he tells us; he pauses, he switches his gaze from one side of the room to the other, he continues: But you’ll find it’s not as big a piece of the puzzle as you’d thought, he pauses again at this, he lets it settle, he continues: It’s impact, it’s several other things besides money.

I envision myself giving the same speech, almost verbatim, behind the velvet ropes of a club entrance, standing on a soapbox I brought with me for this purpose. I’m model hot I say to them, them being a crowd of good civilians and down on, gathered ‘round the perimeter of the velvet ropes, waiting to be let in Which is why they gesturing to the bouncers around me and then the club behind me indulge me when I do things like give impromptu speeches like this I pause, and switch my gaze from one side of the crowd to the other, and continue: But you’ll find it’s not as big a piece of the puzzle as you’d thought, I pause again at this, let it settle, because unlike him I don’t even know what puzzle I’m trying to solve in the first place, if there is one.

Your grand prize for winning at the things we’ve won at in life is Congrats, you’re now on the other side of a fucking rope, and you’ve been Tower-of-Babel’d so you can’t hope to communicate with those on the other side in any meaningful way about why and specifically how fucking meaningless that rope is. Because on the other side, the trappings appear to be the essence. So goes the halo effect. This is me generalizing, I don’t know what it’s like to be wealthy from previous ventures, to have been there and done that. I’m worse because I didn’t earn my advantage, all the gold in Fort Knox was just handed to me:


One club owner described his door as similar to the “Fort Knox experience.” He meant that as a selling point.



Albeit as more of a high-interest loan that will soon come due, yada yada yada. I tell him none of this as he, I, and a few others sip down coffee together. [Redacted] just has the coolest stuff he says, holding up my arm by the black ourborousish bracelet I’m wearing. We’re some of the last to leave, me to my next party, the others before they go home, to a one-year-old who’s already asleep, to a boyfriend of three years, to a nighttime tea ritual they’re militant about performing.

I stop by the restroom on the way out to let the coffee do its diuretic thing. Wash up in one of the co-ed sinks, reapply lipstick, take stock in front of the floor mirror behind the door. Temperature hasn’t turned me into a party girl melt. I slip out of my cocoon in something of an undress rehearsal and strike a pose to double-check my outfit for the night, my real outfit. It’ll do. The door opens, a coworker I hadn’t seen yet tonight replacing my reflection, struck briefly when he sees me. Anotherpartyafterthis I blurt out my spell as I squeeze past him and vacate the restroom, furling my coat behind me as if I were a fairy who’d just visited him.

“Tapestry walks into a bar, bartender says, ‘Look like ya got th_’_ rug p–’

‘Just a vieux carré,’ the tapestry cuts him off, clarifies, ‘for me.’”

✧

I hoof it a few blocks north to join R’s group, arriving just as they’re rummaging around bags and swiping through camera rolls to display proof of vaccinations. Unnervingly, to the bouncer who had cameoed in my dream. Of course. If someone’s really behind the curtain, they’re brilliantly subtle about it when they want to be. I walk-straddle over the velvet rope and take my place as caboose. When it’s my turn, I hand my vax card and ID over. He takes both in one hand and positions his flashlight over them. Turns it on. Looks. Turns off. Repeats this sequence with a stateless monotony, as if he refreshed a webpage that had just finished loading. Whatever he needs he gets on try number two: Okay, the young lady goes up. Up the stairs and past the lighted sign I go before I start believing that was narration.

Five girls and a promoter all crowd a narrow hallway. The elevator’s in the middle, and opposite branches off a short passageway leading to coatcheck. We're waiting, it’s not clear what for. I wander over to the opposite end of the hallway and gaze into the darkened, empty barroom there. R is on his phone. The others are still clumped by where we came in. There’s an elevator attendant, and a woman stationed in the coat check booth, both exude inaction. V joins us from outside. More minutes pass. If Tuesday takes Fridays, and Friday, Tuesdays, does that make tonight’s manager Saturday, or Sunday? Finally, one girl from our group takes initiative and engages the coat check woman, but this backfires when neither she or any of the others have cash on them. Rookie mistake. Still, it has the effect of rebooting the evening somehow, and I hear the elevator twice over the din of the haggling.

V stays behind, ever the fixer, R and I enter the elevator alone. We shoot shit about our workdays, how we’d answered emails and attended meetings, as if these were our talismans of maturity; wave them about, and they’ll reframe our participation in the evening’s frivolities. We have other things going on, mostly. Balls in the air. Irons in the fire. We work hard, so we play hard: the near-universal paean of club clientele Mears interviews. It’s kind of a backstop answer. Some do claim their revelries as vectors for more hard, hard work, and with same breath opine over how deserving they are of a break from their hard, hard work; cosmetic dentists and lawyers, go figure, seem to find clubs a hotbed of clients-in-waiting. They can’t be that dense, no one is. They know it’s high-proof homo ludens, and that only. So why not go all the way and take a flâneur’s razor to it? They’re that Puritanically bulimic? Work, play, flash, thunder. Every Manhattan money manager in these places probably crosses their heart and hopes to die that correlation ain’t causation. Yet this order of operations is sacrosanct.

He grouses about the other girls some. They just...they don’t have their shit together. Like, you mean they’re difficult to coordinate with? Yeah, that, but... I don’t know... They’re just... Like herding cats, huh? I remark, a line I realize I lifted from a promoter the book quotes. R looks past me blankly for a beat, nods. The rest: You have to do two things: make them purr and hit them with a spray bottle.

Doors slide open, even his facade of effortlessness goes back up a little effortlessly, and we wander down the hall together and into The Fleur Room, a lovely little lounge, thirty-five floors up from a one-block radius of Manhattan known sometimes as The Flower District, with a pedigreed disco ball looking something like an n-sphere. From what I understand, it’s something like the designated TAO pregramming joint. Only a matter of time and scope creep before they get into the hangover triage unit business. No booth-back cubbies, so I fold my handbag into my fuzzy coat and stuff it in the corner and hope people mistake it for a throw or something. Like I said, effortlessness.

R pours me my usual and hands it to me. This, and other Wednesdays here, are branded Whisper Wednesdays, the duration for which the women are made to wear these little headbands with light-up, deep violet devil horns and feel even more like part of the decor than usual. Kudos to marketing, generates user-generated content like a charm. One or another of R’s goons is approaching, with close to a dozen bangling up one of his arms to pass out. I say No, thanks, I don’t wear purple since Prince died, with the maximum solemnity one can impart in a club setting, which works.

Now angelic by comparison, I mill about alone as I drain the night’s first finger of tequila, cherubic in countenance and gazing ethereally out over the lights of the city, unwilling to chance sullying myself by association. Do not give the devil a foothold. Until I feel an insistent finger jab the back of my left bicep a couple of times, V, I notice as I turn to face him, who stuffs a pair into my drink-free hand and continues on before I can register anything other than the or else expression on his face.

When in Rome. Does it hurt, I ask myself, donning the dæmonic headpiece, As I fall from heaven? I make my way back over to our table. Tables, now that more girls and promoters have joined us. R has a little go-to move, we all do, something to tread water in clubs with, a bit like a boppin’ Hitler salute. An arm extended and swaying briskly to the beat, some of us mimic it for a bit along with him. Every so often a budget George Clooney scampers between a few tables, he’s sometimes speaking into a mic, holds it perfectly perpendicular to the floor like his fist is a gimbal. His emceeish tone is all I can make out over the music, and it’s unclear if he’s with TAO performing some or other function or just a rambunctious client. I catch him looking straight at me, once.

I hope we get to keep these! Snapped out of my own little world, I notice the speaker is several inches taller than me. Rare. This not including her ‘fro. Same-enough heel-heights. She must be six-three or thereabouts. A brief flashback to a friend, who tried to launch a line of pants for tall women. Turns out, looking like regular folk in tall-people clothes is even more jarring than looking like a tall person in regular-folk clothes. Surely! I concur. Some women get free trips to St. Barths out of their time in clubs, and some get headbands with little plastic nubs.

She tells me her name: C. [Redacted], I offer my name in return, and we strike up the typical kind of lossy conversation over the music: Do you go out with R often? No it’s my first time!, I’ve only been in the city for a few months. Are you coming to Marquee after this? Yeah probably, maybe, I have work tomorrow. What do you do? I say, a little slowly in a cat-out-of-bag tone I’m a fashion designer, which wasn’t true then but is now. Ah ha, knew it from your dress, I love it so much! Thanks, yeah, I know, me too, the cut is just so good! I wore it for my company’s Christmas party before this, it was perfect! What’s your insta?

Here. I hand her my phone so she can type in her handle, you can’t hope to parse Underscore! No with an ‘E’! Dot! Another underscore!, and make a start at pouring myself more alcohol, but she holds up her drink hand’s index finger and navigates with phone hand’s thumb through submenus, and flashes a screen displaying a QR code in my direction. Oh. Right. The future!, and I hold my phone over hers and tap. I lean down again, shovel another round’s ice into my cup, then concoct a little tequila and a little more orange juice together.

Going to two parties, and at each blaming the other for being overdressed. I wasn’t born in this city, but I got here as fast as I could. I gaze around, sartorially smug. Not a single devil in the building wearing Prada. Pity. Though, perhaps not surprising. At the outset of all this, I was gung-ho to wear my Loubitons out, which cost me more than my rent. Like, Mears takes pains to describe her mildly tattered and so last season to the nth power, Chanel, hand-me-down-from-a-cousin clutch, as if the nightly ritual of baring your handbag’s interior to bouncers for evaluation concerned sharp looks rather than sharp objects.

No such high bar. Wherever she saw the haphazard bouquet of empty Dom Pérignon bottles and pairs of the red-soled shoes, I’ve yet to behold anything so poetically on-the-nose, not that I have any particular thesis I’m in search of metonymic support for. Might Instagram, only nascent during Mears’s period of fieldwork, have proved itself a venue better suited for these lavish displays? The reach and relative indelibility of a post, versus the ephemerality of nights spent clubbing. Add to it the snap-and-return dynamic—it’s an arms race you enter IRL at your own peril.

Or perhaps Zara’s simulacrum of high-fashion is so advanced the Venn diagram of clients, of men, who both care that the dames are decked out in designer duds, and who can actually discern whether the designer duds the dames are decked out in are indubitable, is totally disjoint? Sorry, in other words: if you took a bridge or tunnel to get here, you’re not too picky if the girl around your arm’s wardrobe did, too.

Mass consumption nipping at the heels of conspicuous consumption. Polatch, meet premium mediocre. The hunk of plastic adorning my scalp, that floated across the Pacific in a shipping container and will return to floating across the Pacific in a garbage patch, is the only choice of clothing I’ve felt coerced into making, so far. I hold up my phone and try to take a selfie, but the soft purple glow is absolutely blinding, compared to how dark the room is, and ruins every attempt.

Something something halo effect. I really hope I do get to keep these, though. I spot C, now across the room at a client’s table, a duo of bald guys, the taller one sporting a double-breasted glen plaid blazer over a black turtleneck and looking vaguely like the villain from Goldfinger, given the six or eight additional girls semi-circling around their booth. I peg the pair as Germans—takes one to know one.

How do normal people pass the time at these things? Prior experience shows I can get away with being a dead fish indefinitely. Part of my appeal, I’ve come to understand, is that I don’t look particularly happy to be here, such that I don’t look if I’d be particularly happy to be anywhere, but by designating here as the site upon which I shall mete out my disdain, I’ve added value. A “girl” is a social category of woman recognized as so highly valuable that she has the potential to designate a space as “very important.” That’s in the book somewhere. Someplace else, it elaborates that this of mine designation is not only valuable, it’s commodifiable; only, not by me. Any attempt would cause the entire charade to fall apart. It devolves into borderline prostitution, that way.

I suppose genuine revelry is always an option. Not that I have that gear. I could have brought a friend, we would find some way to commoditize each other, maybe. Not that I have friends to which club settings aren’t anathema. Brooding in the corner is fun, though: They don’t know I’m here because Tyler Cowen recommended a sociology book on his blog. They don’t know I’m writing a thesis on the geometry of computation. They don’t know alcohol would classify as a Schedule-I drug, were it introduced today. They don’t know all is vanity and vexation of spirit. They don’t know what it’s like to be a bat. They don’t know that in 19-

A couple of younger guys arrive at our table, probably my age. Would you get in trouble if you poured us a drink? one says, to me. I realize I’m the only one within arm’s length of potentially fulfilling this request. Not clients then, I guess, Go for it, you can yourself!, but definitely not promoters. We can’t, but you can. The room is small enough, that I’m surprised they let any chum here, a term for table-less patrons I’ve read about but not yet heard used. Oh, I say.

Why not. What is TAO going to do about me giving away their bottom-shelf tequila, scold me? I arrange a few glasses so I can try my hand at filling them all in one tip of the bottle. Just at the club, pouring drinks, for my friends. Classic me. Models ‘n bottles, I’m both. Too busy being gregarious, I fail to notice Goldfinger is closing in, fast. Cover blown. I don’t have any exploding tacks on me to throw in his path. When they came for my neighbor, I was silent. When they came for m-

You are very, very beautiful. You are a model? he asks.

Why I haven’t come up with a canned response to this one yet. I am. Exact same cat-out-of-bag tone from earlier.

You should call me sometime, if you ever come to Europe. I know a lot of models there. You could work with friends of mine.

Oh maybe, I should, embarrassingly I’ve never left the US before, I really need to! Where in Europe are you located? C’mon...

I’m from Germany yessss but I now live in Paris.

Everyone tells me I look like I’m German, they guess it all the time.

You do look like you could be German he agrees. You live in New York?

I do! But I came from Texas originally!

Texas he repeats. Every foreigner says Texas in their cute, unique little way, with varying clips to the T, ranging from half an s on the end to two full ones, differing weights on either side of the barbell with the x at its center. Your name is..?

[Redacted.]

I don’t remember his, if he told it to me, but he goes to shake my hand but does this weird thing where he sort of raises up my right forearm vertically, slowly, and then encircles my arm just below the wrist with his hand, and caresses his way up, until he’s cleared my fingers. Does it again with the left arm.

[Redacted.] from Texas he concatenates my replies, as he performs this…move...okay...

You work in fashion?

Watches. My friend and I  he gestures towards to his bald counterpart across the room came here on business, to the city. As if to clarify, Not this club on business.

We have clients in the city we are visiting tomorrow and the next day. And then we go back.

At this he pulls out his phone, and insists I enter my contact info. I aquicese, and take it, and enter my digits into it. Passing it back, he pecks the little green Call circle before it can fully leave my grasp. Several seconds tick by. My gaze is still locked on his phone; I don’t look if his is on my phone in my hand, or my face. Several more. It lights up, my phone, that is, and I think about picking up and saying something cute. Or seeing if I can hold it close to his and generate a few screeches of feedback. He hangs up and pockets his phone too quickly for either. Come join me at our table?

He extends his hand, I take it, we wade around couches until we arrive at his table. Their table. There’s sort of an odd-couple energy to the pair of men I pick up on, it reminds me of former neighbors of mine, Jason and Jeffrey, and I silently christen my new German acquaintances with these names. Jason introduces me to Jeffrey. Our hands only shake, and he doesn’t go for whatever weird sensual caressing thing Jason did. I’m taller than Jeffrey, with heels on at least, and a bit shorter than Jason. Besides them, I’m the only one standing.

Framed in the window above our booth, the Empire State Building changes the color of its lights, and I wonder if someone’s ever used the app from this vantage. In all the marketing material for The Fleur Room, it’s bathed in the same hue as my horns, the purple is probably for NYU, but you capitalize on positive externalities when you can. They have a bottle of pricey vodka, and no tequila. I had put my drink down earlier to play bartender. Jason offers, and I agree to a mixture of cranberry juice and the potato liquor.

Meanwhile, the emcee from earlier has parked himself at our table. I’m introduced, he’s TAO after all. Much less a blur of motion than before, he seems as if he were waiting in reserve for something. I lean back away after shaking his hand, and he regards me with the same look as earlier, eyes trained on me generally but gaze resting on no one part of or point on me, as if that resolution’s his highest setting, even though we’re much closer now.

Jason ruffles the sequins up and down the small of my back a few times, their chainmailish texture amusing  to him. Other girls around the table look on, still about six or seven, but C isn’t among them now. I haven’t paid their table close enough attention over the last few hours to notice if I’m just the latest in the night’s long line of current fancies, or if the mens’ interests in me are novel. Now the music has largely stopped, and I’m not sure if last-one-standing or sit-to-stand-another-day is preferable.

The manager is taking us to another club soon, you should join us. At the Marquee, you mean? Yes.

Jason appears to marvel at me. It’s hard to communicate what being marveled at feels like. Marveled at for how one’s atoms are arranged rather than how one has arranged atoms. You distrust it because you played no part in it. No cue-do-reward, no feedback loop. Spooky action, sans résistance. Yes, technically, you reflect photons in a manner which finagles some other’s evolutionary circuits into firing in some way that choreographs the marveling. So does fire, so does food. So does money, in most. You refuse to believe you played dice with the universe, and rolled perfection. Because to fully grasp the magnitude of your winnings, is to understand just as viscerally the variance in what life doles out is that high. And from your extreme vantage, it’s a trough, all the way down. You simply refuse to read the altimeter, in order to live.

I realize I should answer him. I’m not sure, I have work tomorrow, it’s late already, I go on appending  lame clauses. He wears a crestfallen expression at this, much convincing ensues. His persuasions penetrate me like x-rays, I’m sure he sees enough to see through all of my excuses, but they mostly pass through me harmlessly, so long as I don’t stick around to accumulate too many more microsieverts. I break off from the table’s orbit and snake back through couches to collect my faux throw. R’s group is long gone. I scoot out of the room without even a wave.

Waiting for the elevator, I think better of it, realizing the Germans weren’t far behind with their coats, and Mr. Tao, whose livelihood depends on convincing people to go to nightclubs. Not optimistic I’d last thirty-five floors against his onslaught given how much tequila’s in me, I hightail it to the bathroom. Poking around inside my purse, I’m pleased to discover no one stole all the $5 bills I don’t carry in it to not pay for coatcheck. l look at myself in the mirror, taking it all in. Purple horns, blonde hair, hazel eyes, green sequins. I yawn, then contort my face into a Satanic sneer. This is what makes the whole twenty-eight billion-dollar world go ‘round?

vi) Harbor


| Hey there!

| Have t read it lol

| Yes, I have Harbor tonight

| Latin Party

| You're welcome to join



It’s the next day, I figure I’ll try a different promoter, get a bit better lay of the land that way. I’m also a bit miffed R left me to fend for myself against the Germans. Who knows, next time it could be Croatians. A scan of tagged posts turns up no mandatory headgear.

yay what time? |


| 11:30



sounds good, think i'll come!


| Awesome

| Whats your phone number? I'll

group chat with the promoter I have

there tonight



Joy, it’s in Hell’s Kitchen. They have a Blackbird and a Concorde parked there, and they still bungle it. The only person I don’t like in New York City lives in Hell’s Kitchen. Nevertheless I’m outside the club a little before midnight, lines snaking out to the left and right of the entrance. The promised group chat never materialized, so I message the guy again.


hey can you send me the group chat |

i’m here |

| Call Ricardo +1 (123) 456-7890

| You'll be under GERMAN Guest List



You’re…really look like that much of a Frau, do I, huh. I call Ricardo, to no avail.

no answer 🤷🏼‍♀️ |


| Found him

| He just answered in the group chat

| Call him and tell him you’re with

GERMAN



This is going nowhere. Das kaput. I walk up to the entrance and make eye contact with the nearest bouncer and Hi, I’m here meeting a promoter, they said his name is Ricar- and he unclips the velvet rope between us and waves me up -do. One flight up, a hallway juts off the landing and terminates in a large, fluorescent-lit room with drop ceilings. It looks like a sample sale, racks with puffers and fake furs strewn about the ancient beige-and-black carpet floor. It’s so dramatically ad-hoc it takes me a second to register it’s the place’s coatcheck before I keep moving, bastards.

One more flight up, I step into the club. First impression is a weird sterility, despite the clumps of plants stapled to the wall behind me. Maybe just the lazy architecture, white plaster walls and bare concrete floors. You really have to commit to the unsanctioned warehouse vibe if you’re going for it. Mostly the unsanctioned part, otherwise it kind of gives up the ghost, but the decor matters, too, and this place feels less Berlin, more suburban megachurch. Almost immediately, I’m shoved out of the way so people can continue taking photos in front of the biomass, which I now notice has a neon rendition of the club’s logo embedded within its ferns.

Where to go, beyond this corner. Maybe my promoter knows. I made it into the club, past the bouncers, that’s supposed to be the hard part, right?


| Ask

| For Ruben’s table

| Or Ricardo’s table

ok |



I don’t think Ricardo is someone I want to meet anymore. Or Ruben. Or Rahul. Or Remy or Rilo Rowan or Rashad or Randall. There’s no doubt some delicious sociolinguistic answer for why promoters are disproportionately _R_s. And Ask who? A bartender? I am not trick-or-treating around the room’s tables.


well thanks for nothing no one |

seems to know who i’m talking

about

| What do you mean?

| Table 16



Thank god these tables are numbered like the aisles in a grocery store, what do you mean. This whole Byzantine network of promoters thing. I switch to iMessage


i do!

and aw thannks |

| We are going to Soho now and you

come with us to go shopping.

| Would you come?

well i have work until around 5 and |

then i need to go home and study

for an hour

so  after six i could!  |

| Ok.

| We are going to dinner tonight for

business with several people we work with then.

| After we would go to a club Marquee  again if

you go.

| Let us know.



but it’s like two seconds later when a promoter walks up to me and tries to vulture me off to his table, before I can type anything to send to Jason. Huh. Fault tolerance. I double check first–You’re not Ricardo are you. Who?–and follow him to his table, in some VIP section to the right of the DJ, at least eight or nine girls are already at it. He stashes my coat and purse for me, and offers me vodka, or vodka. Really, no tequila? No tequila, sorry. Ah, fine, put some orange juice in it too.

I step off to one side of the booth, I don’t really feel like getting up there tonight. Soon this guy walks up to me. He’s tall, and has something like an entourage. He looks like some guy from my high school. But almost every guy looks like one or more of many some guys from my high school, or the other high school I attended for only my senior year, which never felt like a my high school and still doesn’t, but it, too, had some guys who often make superficially apt comparisons to some guys I encounter today.

It's all a sort of a homogeneous individuality I get lots of mileage out of wrapping my axle around. You do that, if you stand out. You’re the only one who fully focuses on everyone else. You start to notice the nature of your foils. Start to listen for signals in the background noise. Like that story, about a candidate telegraph operator, who jolts up in the waiting room full of applicants and barges into the back office because they’re playing and replaying a message in Morse Code over the intercom that instructs one to do just that, and he gets the job. Like TAO’s one bouncer, things conspicuously recycled. Perhaps signs of simulations, though my priors for that explanation are lower than for others.


Hey.

hey.

You’re tall, for a woman. How tall do you think I am?



6’5 I say without hesitation.


…

…



…yeah he says in a tone of voice that’s suddenly too small on him, like correcting the usual delta is some kind of coup de trump card he's counting on to sweep me off my feet. Probably’s never gotten a wrong answer from the opposite direction. What if I had guessed 6'6? You play blackjack, you go bust sometimes, thar be the nature of things. He launches into contingency mode with this Private Conversation move, I call it that, tall guys do it, a half-step forward, unslouch, leans over you a bit, it's not swoopy enough to mistake for the kiss you’ll soon share, and tries hard to Rico Suave his tone for what he's about to say:


There's no one here for you.

…What?

Your height, there's no one here for you.



What am I supposed to do with this, just give him his doe-eyed But you? It’s too early in the evening or  morning for that. I decide this is a good time to launch into my spiel: Basically my first time – a sociology book I had to read for school – it’s all new to me had no idea – Texas  – no not like this – winged robot – amazed they weave this whole dreamworld – pimps –  don’t have one – work tomorrow – sleep deprivation makes me more productive – bird poop – halo effect – NO tequila – right?? – I –

While I’m substantiating one or another of these latter clauses with wild arm gesticulations I notice his head snap back and_OhohmygodI’msosorryfuckI’msorry_ I stabbed this man right in the cleft of his manly square chin with the aggressively geometric ring I’m wearing. Oh my god he’s bleeding I feel terrible oh my god you’re bleeding I feel terrible! I pivot around and wad up a bunch of napkins from the table and hand them to him Please tell me you’re not hemophiliac and he sort of stares at me dramatically over the napkin wad he’s pressing against his chin and we enter a trance together for a moment like this. The instant he pulls the wad away I rush to fill what now feels like silence again Everybody has a plan until they get gouged in the chin? There, that was my kiss as promised, it even looks like I left a smidge of lipstick behind. I make no bones about being a prickly conversational partner at times. Kudos to the guy, overall he took it like a champ and wasn’t angry or anything, and we kept talking for a little while longer.

6'5 moves on with his buds eventually. I watch them as they reabsorb into the main mosh. Maybe that was Ricardo. Hope he finds a shorter girl he can pull rank on easier. Two staff? bouncers? are stopped watching me, about a dozen feet away. I stare back, with a Would a real cop do that? look. I haven’t chatted with any tablemates and don’t feel like starting now. I make a lap around the perimeter of the sea of people. I do another a few minutes later, this time a shorter man who looks to be exactly thirty-five peels off from the crowd and follows me around part of the way, until he gets discouraged and peels back on. Rather than repeat the ritual again, it feels like it’s time to make my exit. I gather my coat and purse, and thank the promoter who brought me to the table.

I’m scooting past the foliage toward the exit when I notice I’ve attracted another tail. On my way out I try to say with abundant Can’t you read the sign energy. Oh that’s fine, I’m a promoter the man says as he squeezes into the stairwell before I can pretend I didn’t hear his response. Wish you had tracked me down earlier, I say. Yeah, what’s your Insta? he’s fiddling with his phone as he backwardly descends one step ahead of me. Here I move us out of the flow of traffic and into the halfway landing nook leading to coatcheck. He’s paying if they come out to charge us for standing here. Still fiddling. Here I hold out my phone, now displaying my insta account QR code, like I’m one of those types of girls who frequently has solutions to things. He looks up, looks at my phone like it had two heads Oh. That’s fancy, I didn’t know it had that.

So it’s not just me because I live under a rock. Apologies to any Discoverability Leads at Instagram canned, but this is like your use prime case, you’ve failed twice now. Does everyone just want a piece of me? I ask as I watch him scroll through my feed, hoping to put him on the spot enough he’ll not want to continue speaking with me..Yeah, they do. I mean, you’re hot he holds out my most recent post to me, a selfie I took in an all-red altheisure getup. Yeah is how I respond to him.

I’m out on the street again, on Forty-Sixth. I start walking east to meet my Uber, past repair garages, a man from inside one calls to me. Besides the stabbing, this is my most vivid memory from the night. You don’t encounter them in Manhattan anymore, since the Hudson Yards developers ran roughshod over most of the concentration that remained there. I hear there are alive and, well, alive, out in Willets Point. The Valley of Ashes. Running into the repair garage vibe must be some essential, fated part of partying in New York. There are more Great Gatsby connections than this, wanna see how deeply spurious I can get? My favorite line from the novel:


[Gatsby]  He’s quite a character around New York—a denizen of Broadway.

[Nick] Who is he, anyhow, an actor?

[Gatsby] No.

[Nick] A dentist?

[Gatsby] Meyer Wolfshiem? No, he’s a gambler.



Notice how after his first guess, Nick—logically!—guesses again with the nearest corruption of what he thought he heard, denizen -> dentist. If only Gatsby would have presented him with Meyer Wolfshiem’s QR code to scan, Nick simply could’ve read the man’s bio. Fitzy’s brilliant in those ways, sneaking in that bit of  literature-of-loud-places magic like that. Dentists get a shout-out here too, and their psychographic profile is weirdly overrepresented in–you guessed it–nightclub attendance!:


Duke, a former club owner and now a real estate magnate in downtown New York, calls these people mooks: “You know, a mook. Someone who doesn’t know what’s going on … It’s the dentists that come in and buy the tables, thinking they’re in the company of the cool people, and the beautiful people.”



And from the book’s research appendix:


…Among the clients in this study, the average age was forty years old; half of them worked in finance, two were cosmetic dentists, one an insurance salesman, and the rest identified as entrepreneurs.



Want more? Leonardo DiCaprio is Jho Low’s best friend-for-hire, and of course, who did he play once, in a certain  movie?...Not that he hasn’t had his more Tomish moments, either. All this to say, Fitzgerald had the New York City party scene so well-figured-out a century ago that we’re still piecing it all together, and I’ve finally caught up to my Uber, and I now notice some other guy who must have exited the club around the same time I did walking parallel to me, in the street, showing every sign he believes the car up ahead of us is his Uber, too. Sorry, think this one’s mine I say to him just before both arrive at the passenger door on our respective side, open it, and shout our names in unison at the driver, who breaks our tie in my favor.

Told you I mouth to the guy before he slams his door shut. I notice a DM from tonight’s original promoter, and send him a response:


| Im sorry for not being there tonight

nw someone grabbed me for their |

table lol

| Im  sure everyone wants to have a

pretty girl like you at their table lol

| Sorry again I just couldn't make it

tonight

lol 😂 i'll take anywhere that'll give |

me tequila

nw catch you next time |

| If only if I knew 🤦‍♂️

| Haha

| Yeah I'm usually out Friday/Saturday

I promise I'll have tequila for you

specially 🔥

ha i might be free |

sounds good lol |

| You should be free cause that's

the only way I can do things right

hahaha

lol like i said i'm just kinda |

fascinated this whole world exists

mostly in it for the novelty so take |

advantage while you can before i

move on to something else lol

| I like how that sounds

| We gotta make this novelty more

interesting then

| Something memorable 😏

maybe i'll even be tempted to write |

a book about it all like what

inspired me to do this in the

first place lol

| FYI I'm very committed to this

since we'll be writing a book lol

| Happy to contribute to some

Literature

| How's the party btw?

lol my kinda guy, other promoters i

talk to think i'm crazy lol

which i probably am but still |

| Maybe Craziness keep this world

interesting

ofc!|

i mean this whole world is crazy to |

me lol being from like a really

conservative part of the south

| It is crazy! From where exactly?

| How's the party btw?

like modesty was beaten into me |

as a virtue and the fact i can just

enter this world based on my looks

is crazy to me

texas! lol why i like tequila |

and ok, dont know anyone so may |

go home soon lol

| This crazy world needs some

modesty and beauty from you!

| Nice, how long have you been here?

| You reached out very late! We

should've started with the book

tonight lol

about 3 years! but i've been un |

college + working the whole time

so i haven't really had a lot of time

to explore other things lol

the book? |

| You haven't?

| You better start now

| 😏

| Yes, the book! If you get inspired

| Whats the most spontaneous thing

you've ever done?

oh lol thought you were referring |

to some other club or something

lol as in there was some event

earlier in the night 😂

mm i used to live across the street |

from an office building and some

guy asked me out by writing on a

whiteboard and putting it in the

window and i actually said yes &

went on a date w him despite

being creeped out a bit lol

turns out it was facebook's office |

but still lol

| Hahahah

| No way

| How was that experience?

| Yeah I meant to explore other things haha

meh he was boring and not my |

type and shorter than me so 😂

| Lmao

| Naaah if he was boring that

doesn't count

| You gotta do it right haha

| How tall are you?

i mean everyone who works in tech |

is boring lol i used to work in it

...6'1 😂 |

| Promoters are better 😎

| Lol

| Yeah a model needs to be tall

| So no memorable experiences

from nyc yet?

ha i don't model but i tell people i |

do bc i'm tired of making up

reasons why i don't

i mean...lots, but not really of the |

wild party sort

| Nobody won't ever agrue after

lookin at you haha

| We gotta start, life can't be just

work and school lol

like i said i was kinda goody two |

shoes until recently lol so memorable

experiences are kinda bland/work

related

i know i know  😭 hahaha |

The wildest?

Where do you live?

oh god you're gonna think i'm |

a nerd

...most memorable is an app i |

designed/programmed was in

the wsj, forbes, etc recently  😂

Ooh really?

Haha sounds interesting

yeah idk how it happened just |

right place right time i guess

| Ooh woow

| Need a break from work and

so something fun

| Something you'll write about later

haha

yeah the few time's i've been out |

so far have been really great lol totally

the perfect break from everything

no one cares that i have any brains |

lol i can jsut play dumb all the time

and people don't care haha

| What would people do if they

get the right frame from you?

| Idk if most of people just play stupid

or they actually are 🤣

| Can't tell

| It's better to play dum so you get

to know people better

"right frame"? |

i mean...i'm a comp sci major |

at nyu...i can't imagine i'm the

only model on the party cirtuit

who has one hahaha

i know right it's so weird it's |

like...people will open to you

more if you're on their level vs

if their impressed/intimidated

by you

lol i gotta go to bed have work |

tomorrow, lmk if you're going

anywhere interesting

| Exactly that's what I meant

| Go to bed this early? Well science

needs you

otherwise seems like i can just show |

up and they'll let me in and

someone will just take me lol

yeah i made it home wasn't really |

finding anyone i'd vibe w/

| I don't want that to happen agai.

| I wanna be there and be the one

grabbing you haha

| Like I said before

| Cause I wasn't there lol

| Otherwise we wouldve been

drinking some tequila still haha



ha all they had was vodka 😭 |


| Nooo

| Really?

went home just to break into my |

stash

i know right |

should've just hopper tables til i |

found some

*hopped |

| You should share it

| I read somewhere is not Good to

drink alone haha

| I don't think anybody had tequila

| Everyone drinks vodka in this city

| It seems like that

lol hate vodka |

if i wanted potato that bad i'd |

rather eat a baked one

| Hahahahaha

| A sweet one

what i *really* want is mezcal lol |

but unless someone buys me a

drink tequila is fine lol

| We should go for a tequila right

Now

well i’m off to bed…got a friend’s |

theater thing earlier in the evening

tomorrow but free after so lmk

nooo i need sleep lol |

actually have work tomorrow |

morning lol

| Hahahaha kk you’ll take that to

bed

| No bueno

| Oooh shit

| If you don’t like your boss we

should go for that mezcal

| Hahaha

| All good, I guess I’ll see you

tomorrow!

ha sorry actually i like my boss |

he understands me more than most |

but that’s a long story lol

| Never read this in my life

| That’s an story I’d like to hear while

drinking mezcal

yeah it’s kinda hard to explain

but…yeah guess i got really lucky

hahaha maybe i’ll put that in the

book too |

| Hahahaha that's a different

chapter tho

yeah it's becoming quite a lengthy |

book lol





vii) The Marquee

It was very generic, I guess that’s what threw me.

Because I was like, I don’t think this is you writing this.

I was drunk, it wasn’t me writing that.

And I can write generic when I want. Remember college essays?

Oh, stop. What if it hadn’t been you?

Or they were coercing you?

I would think of something. I started putting my key under the neighbor’s mat whenever I leave my apartment to go to these things.

Because even if they steal my purse with my building key, I usually hold onto my phone, I can get into the building that way.

Oh, that makes me feel better.

I could say something like, ‘I forgot to put my key under the mat tonight,’ otherwise I’ll say ‘I remembered to put my key under the mat tonight,’ or nothing. But what if I forget because I actually forgot to put my key under the mat one night and I slip and tell you without thinking about it.

What if your phone dies?

‘What if my phone dies?’  Because these people who kidnap me into sex slavery will respect the one-phonecall thing in the first place.

EX-actly_!_ This sarcasm from her is worth all the world to me. It’s a big stretch. Her only daughter, her baby, reads a book and now she’s a party animal. Sociology, that samizdat, Not Even Once. And that I’m writing some goddamn thing about it, I was telling her earlier how the length just got away from me on it:

So I think it was during the Truman administration, it was after World War Two, when everything was up for grabs. There was this diplomat I think was living in one of the countries threatened by the Iron Curtain or was witnessing it firsthand like that. A lot of policy after the war in the Forties was up for grabs, and he sent this telegram to Truman that was basically him laying out what eventually became a lot of early Cold War forign policy, because he was close to what was happening. I can’t remember if it was about nuclear policy or just Iron Curtain stuff about the Soviets presenting a threat in general, because nuclear was really up for grabs then. But he knew he needed to get through, so he sent this scroll of a telegram. I think it was like seventy or ninety pages’ worth on whatever angle he wanted to get through to the President. And it became known as the “Long Telegram” because of that. And I think he meant it, as a PR move. The length carried it forward initially, because the ideas were too new to work on their own, but then the ideas became orthodox on their own two feet, because they had some training wheels initially…

HEY how about ‘Pineapple?’ Impossible to mistake or get garbled over the phone, can probably even get it out through a gag.

Um…perfect! I’m not sure if she knows.

So I’ll just blurt that out when they give me my one-phonecall before they drag me into the van.

Just be careful! And watch your drink. You have been watching your drink?

Yes, I have, maybe I’ll even get that nail polish that you can dip in it and it changes colors if someone spiked your drink.

They make that? Wow…just..stay safe. My baby…

Or that ring of mine, you know, the pointy one. Poke their eyes out.

Just…be safe…

I hope neither Break Glass If Getting Kidnapped Into Sex Slavery are necessary tonight, the Germans are still interested, and I’m in the mood for some more rendered in 3-D with sparkles glittering off of it Fieldwork:


|We are thinking we go back to club later.

| The Marquee.

hey yeah i think so! |

i have a friend’s theater thing out in |

brooklyn until 11 or so

so it would have to be after that |

| That sounds good.

| Let us know.



The friend’s theater thing doesn’t happen because I leave work late, because I don’t want to go. It’s out in Red Hook, for starters, which is so far off the beaten path a Swedish company came in and subsidized a ferry over to it just to embarrass us, iT’s TiMe tO BuIlD, and every Manhattanite visualizes a parody of that New Yorker cover when they think about the area. And then there’s it: the play forcibly conscripts you into your own cast of one, and then scripts at you to Marina Abramović your way through displays of furniture until you’re enlightened:


…a guerrilla, branching narrative performance that transforms the mundane spaces of a well-known store in Brooklyn into a series of worlds, fantasies and meditations…Participants are prompted to navigate and interact with the store through a series of choices and tasks….Play along with [Redacted], who's turning 40, as we consider the narratives we’re being sold, the pathways we’ve chosen, and the personal and societal costs of our choices.



Besides triggering my early-warning system like dozens of nukes vaulting over the North Pole—hours on end of wandering around IKEA performing some inscrutable ritual that’s so conspicuously a simulacrum of the furniture shopping everyone else watching me is doing they’ll probably stone me with meatballs for appearing to be possessed—the character you inhabit for the duration of the production’s name is [Redacted], too. Hearing another [Redacted] narrate my thoughts

and qualia in the first person inside my skull for so long, I’ll probably contract some inverted strain of  the Capgras delusion. No part of me wants to consider the narratives I’m being sold, or the pathways I’ve chosen, or the personal and societal costs of my choices. And I’m not a character in search of an author to do it for me. I don’t own a pair of headphones or earbuds right now, either.

Walking home from work, I break the news to my friend, and that reminds I also have news to break to the promoter from last night:


hey so sorry gonna have to flake on you |

couple of rich German dudes i met at |

Fleur earlier in the week invited me

to their table at marquee

| OMG

| we’re not writing that book then

lol |

we can just call it even then after |

leaving me high and dry last night

| Lol fair enough



I promptly collapse into bed and off to sleep upon arriving home, the late nights and at-my-desk-at-

nines from the last two days overcoming me. I come to, something about falling asleep when it’s dark, only to wake up when it’s still dark, elements of the dream world don’t stay put like they should. Like your body knows you only get one good shot at the unconsciousness it needs to do whatever repairs or or bottoms-up or top-down consolidating it needs to do, and by not seeing light at one end or the other of the tunnel it’ll fight you for sentience, its foot on the brake, yours on the accelerator. I get up and try to draw on some eyeliner all groggily to balance out my humongous pupils.

Nothing from the Germans. I check the time, they probably think I’m just being noncommittal because I want them to leave me alone. At least I’ll be a surprise. I theorize to myself, who else, about labor some while I don my uniform: It’s funny, how gray-area superimposition roles like girls, like the legibility of the role is such that it’s not that ‘their labors are so well-disguised’ they’re thought of as ‘less-than’ a real job that’s recognized as such, but it’s like their labors are so literally ‘well’ disguised that it’s such an intense thing that the role can’t literally be thought of as a job, like we can’t look at the sun because it’s too bright, not because it’s not visible. I’ve never left my apartment after one-am before. For once, Uber doesn’t ask me for photographic proof I’m masked, like it has been recently, like even all the mechanical turks are asleep now. I hop in, soon enough we’re going up Tenth. The driver slows down and veers over to the curb on the right side, opposite the street of The Marquee.

I peer up at the at the towering apartment blocks on this side of the street, a decade ago there was this little cartoon building monster that was kind of the anti-mascot for this grassroots campaign against a high-rise development in a residential neighborhood in another part of the town I grew up in, I remember driving through it recently and seeing some of the signs still up in people’s yards, like if vigilance were to dip too low the googly-eyed bushy-browed buildingzilla would feel he’d been given license to rampage through the sleepy hamlet. I’ve received a message to Jason:

hey i’m here! |

should i just come inside? |

I hit send and hop out. The two bouncers manning the club’s exit are watching. I hear a comment about me as I step onto the sidewalk. I turn back around so they can’t see my further reactions. Now my back’s to the club, like I’m facing the wrong way as I stand in an elevator. But I can’t turn back around, tacit admission. I hunch my shoulders up inside my trusty jacquard coat, because an upright carpet is less notable than a six-one girl all alone. I check my phone:


| Where

|Where are you?



i’m here outside! |

hurry cold |

A documentary I watched in a class, years ago, featured the apartment block across the street I’m staring at. Some angle on inequality, the contrast of forty-thousand yearly tuition at the private school one block south drew particular ire. One of the rich kids commits suicide, the doccumentrary implies, because he was so guilt-ridden about being complicit in that stark display of inequality. Buzz:


| At The Marquee?



They’re Not Here dawns on me like I’ve just witnessed a flagrant violation of object permanence, after Wednesday I moved their pieces on my tabletop Manhattan over to Marquee and that was that.


| Coming there now

| We are on the east side



Why did I think they were here. Think the day’s earlier invite meant it was set in stone. They can’t come here now. On account of me not knowing they weren’t already. The obligations of it. Strings tripwires collapse bad light. I have to stop this. Them. They’ll go back to godknows what I tore them away from when I sent up my bat-signal.


look i’m sorry, i though y’all were |

here already with a table

| I am begging you

|We are two minutes



Their poor driver. I’m almost facing north now, I’ve been folding imperceptible bits of rotation into each shift of my weight, which in heels you do often. The club enters my field of vision again, the line of people waiting to get in, the main entr-Fuck! Not now. Fuck this. Bouncer. Yes that one. You will see me... two more times, if you do bad. Twenty-Sixth Street is a few dozen steps, I picture myself making a break for it, continuing west until I’m fully submerged in the inky blackness of the river. But some stubborn honor-bound piece of me.


| Please

| I am begging you to stay

| We are almost to you



I feel my phone buzz and buzz with more of this all through the guaranteed two minutes and the bonus three minutes after them, at some point I tilt-shift the scene in my head and try to mesmerize myself away in the ebb and flow of traffic, watching the cars and the cabs whiz by, sometimes more cars, others mostly cabs; a few cabs and Ubers drop off partygoers, who scurry over to take their places at the back of the main line, and one group of people leaves the club, the two bouncers hold open the doors for them, and they perch themselves nearby on the curb for the three cycles of traffic-notraffic it takes them to succeed at hailing a ride; the timed stoplights switch to red to green to yellow quickly to red again in domino-collapsing succession at each intersection all up the avenue, shooting beyond the dark horizon and giving the impression this process must circumnavigate the earth with each color’s playhead advancing at near-lightspeed pace. Sufficiently lulled, I can stay like this forever, they won’t arrive, daylight won’t arrive, only the changing lights, Will the circle be unbroken, by an–

They arrive, the two German men. Seeing them materialize out of the cab like that does nothing to dissuade me these nights, that this all, it all, happens just for me. Beck and call beck and call, who’s the solipsist of them all? They wait for traffic on Tenth to pass and cross over to me. [Redacted], from Texas Jason again with the lead, Jeffery saying nothing. I can’t remember anything at all that was said. If that was even his greeting. Their English seems inconsistently broken, a moving target I keep trying to derive grammar out of. Circuits that usually parse bits of conversation into memory footholds fail to activate.

I know we stand in front of the club’s entrance for at least a few minutes before Tao’s omnibouncer motions us to get in the left line, an empty lane shaped by two parallel lines of metal barriers. The line on the opposite side is packed. So far I’ve only seen promoters or groups of men and girls that look like promoter outfits use this one. They could’ve let us hop the rope in front of the entrance instead, where we were just standing, we wander around the lane’s mouth with the same sulking plod you do when the TSA can’t be bothered to tear down the further reaches of the security queue during the airport’s off-peak hours. The dinky little formality of it.

They keep slipping into German with each other, This fucking bitch, making us scramble like that, or Fuck I’m glad we made it, just look at her, no clue how they’re feeling about this whole thing. Jason looks back and smiles at me, as if to sweep the deutschsprachigen under the rug. I look for something in the way of reassurance in my guardian bouncer’s demeanor as he reaches through the pair to take my vax and identity cards first and scrutinizes them like it’s the first time he’s seen either. This is like your club, right, you wouldn’t dream of letting anything bad happen to me while I’m inside, right? Doesn’t make eye contact. He hands both back and moves on to the men, I guess he’s seen theirs already too, when they were at Fleur. Alright, the young lady goes in through the North Entrance, and the Gentlemen enter through the South.

Something about the tidiness of these two euphemisms defuses things a little for me, but I still feel like I should’ve beat it around the corner when I had the chance and dealt with whatever embarrassment I would’ve felt from the two bouncers from earlier. I catch Jason’s gaze as he’s watching me, for confirmation I’m inside. I take a few steps to lean against the wall near coatcheck while they’re at some window that looks like one you can purchase movie tickets from, talking with the attendant inside. Several minutes pass like this, the pair and the attendant exchange a few things through the slit between them. They finish and walk over to me. Take your coat? I shimmy it off and hand it to one of them, I don’t know why, it binds me to them even more, I guess I’m bowled over a bit at not having to pay my own five dollars for once.

We pass through a short hallway with a large neon sign and it spits us out right into the mass of people dancing on the main floor. They’re clearing a table for us Jason shouts into my ear over the commotion of the beat and drags me by the wrist to the right, along the perimeter of the main floor and toward the bar at the back of the club. He flags down a waiter, and she runs to fetch me a shotglass of tequila after I tell him that’s what I want and he tells her that’s what he wants. Stupid. Thinking I could just stop off here whenever and walk in and find them at a table already, like they’re non-playable characters and that’s all that’s in their programming.

I’d find them surrounded by another harem, built up just so I could wreck it and preside atop the jealous rubble. Mr. Tao would be with them again, too, so I could talk to him. Club owners keep mum in Very Important People, wheeled out on occasion to dispense snide little pot-kettle remarks disparaging everyone involved in nightlife but them. I doubt the folks at Tao H.Q. got there as the commenting sort. Loose lips sink whaling ships. But I’m not undercover, at least not on behalf of the serious people who want to read serious things about the world he facilitates, I’m on my own rogue research tear. We’re taken to our table, which club staff booted a promoters group from to free up for us. A few of the girls with them are really glowering at me, They must really have something else going for them to have a girl like you with them.

Client-something privilege, I think. Billed as a privileged look into the lives of the illegible moneyed elite, clients are rarely studied up close as people by the book vis-à-vis their debaucherous proclivities. A peek at the underbelly, more than a beholdance of the beast. Some are interviewed, twenty of them, but they’re rich, so can count on that sample to lean heavily self-selected, and there’s very little rich folk do better than self-selection. The only show-don’t-tell depiction of a client ever is:


Next, the whale played a game. He held out his Cristal bottle to nearby girls’ faces for them to drink from. This caught most girls by surprise: they paused for a second, registered his invitation, and accepted a drink. Most did this by holding onto his bottle with one hand as he pushed it to their lips. But one girl, who looked like a model, declined his bottle by turning her head away. In an instant, he grabbed her chin and pulled her face to the bottle of Cristal. She frowned, but he held her face in place and managed to dip the bottle into her mouth. She swallowed some of it, but the fizz was too much, and she had to spit it out with a little spray, wiping her face and scowling. The client quickly turned away and ignored her, pumping his fist into the air to the DJ’s set, the bottle of Cristal in the other hand, while the girl sat down, shaking her head and wiping her face, looking disgusted. She left shortly after this…

…As I thought this, the client turned to me and held out his bottle. I put a hand on the side to steady it, drank, and said “Thanks!” in as chipper a tone as I could muster.



But even that’s interspersed with an immediate, less-than-chipper generalization:


…This scene of masculine domination should give anyone pause. When scholars like French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu use the concept of masculine domination, they usually do so to describe the subtler registers of the symbolic realm, those small ways in which women come to view themselves as inferior relative to men. But here, with a $1,700 bottle of champagne, brute masculine power can be symbolically and physically wielded over a woman…



Both the big game and the hunters, clients aren’t where Very Important People is keen to spend its limited human-interest budget, overwhelmingly favoring the hunting guides. This is largely to the benefit of the book that was actually written, a book about one surprisingly intricate impedance- matching mechanism within the larger apparatus that launders wealthy individuals’ unlimited means and churns actual atoms into the manna that satiates their equally unbounded appetites. Reading the research appendix, it doesn’t appear Mears went out with clients as their guest during her time in the field, save for one group trip to the Hamptons which she notes was organized through a promoter. The general aboveboardedness of the effort was in all likelihood a limiting factor here:


With permission from the Boston University Institutional Review Board for research with human subjects, I began to observe and interview promoters systematically…



Review boards are notoriously Kafkaesque, and no researcher was ever inquisitioned for making a Type I error. This goes double for sociology, since one isn’t potentially saving lives in exchange for accepting…what sort of risk, exactly?


Strategic intimacy is not necessarily a bad thing, so long as the parties involved share equivalent understandings of the degree of economic utility.



Ah. Another double-bind. Do you see it?Very Important People is about systems that aren’t quite systems, or are perhaps more than systems, in that they perform real coordination without much in the way of straight lines. There are no statecharts here, only strings attached. And this success isn’t by dint of some metis they’ve accumulated over the eons—potlatches were very different back then, subwoofers are hard to justify lugging around if you’re nomadic—so the curvy contradictions of the modern nightlife economy are not reflections of some hyper-dimensional optimization going on under the hood. They are not elaborate rituals for processing cyanide-laced tubers.

Sociology largely concerns itself with attempting to straighten out these lines, as if resolving  contradictions gives us greater insight into the nature of contradiction itself. However, here, more is different: At each level of complexity entirely new properties appear, and the understanding of the new behaviors requires research which is as fundamental in nature as any other. Complex numbers have no natural orderings, and likewise, in many arenas, there simply is no up. In both cultivation and fruit, Sociology hopes to remain in the real. But the complex beckons: abstract, imaginary, magical means, by which meaningful results about the real world, those not amenable to straight lines, may be elucidated. These methods were not readily accepted by mathematicians, nor were they in the arts, but other disciplines have not even begun in this.

Any hint of quid pro quo and your results are impugned to death by committee–the tripwires are all cut, the superimposition collapses into a harsh, unflattering legibility. Thus, in order to do good work, any work, you must embalm your own élan vital, bottle it up until the substance is dead in heart and legible in word.  That’s what separates us from the bad guys. Maybe, in the movies. Any hint you employed your personal accumulations of capital, your mutantness, too much to your advantage in ways others could not hope to follow, The Departments of Systems of Power Relations that Enable Value Accumulation from Bodily Resources that Aren’t One’s Own Studies are highly adverse to systems of power relations that enable value accumulation from bodily resources that are one’s own. They’ll brand you as an alchemist. But perhaps that attitude is starting to thaw.

Who watches the watch dealers? Right now I do. Jeffrey seems to have roped in a few of the girls who were part of the departing promoter posse. We stand around the booth as we dance, Jason is slightly behind me and to the left, to his left are two of Jeffery’s girls, Jeffery, and then another girl. Two German citizens, three good citizens, and me from Latvia or wherever. We have our array of bottles now, among them some good tequila, like, the good stuff, Jason already poured me a proper dose of it on the rocks, in a proper glass. Jason and Jeffery frequently catch eye contact with each other for short periods of time, like telepathic deutschsprachigen is also within their repertoire. Double-key encryption. I’m watching on one occasion as they stare, and then break into smiles, nodding slowly, like they’re congrats themselves. I’m part dancing, part Steve Irwining them, when something like a pile driver squashes open-toed right big toe nearly through the raised floor our booth sits on.

Oh, I’m so sorry!

Pain, pain pain, pain, pain. Fuck. I’m nearly doubled over. Jason doesn’t immediately leap in with a chivalrous shake-the-life-outta-the-guy-by-the-lapels because he was preoccupied by something  Jeffery was gesturing to him, of course.. _Ah– Ah–  Oowwwwa–_I bolt upright when I feel a draft because my entire bum is now exposed in this short fucking dress. Another grimace ripples through me and then, tranquility. I’m now staring through the guy’s chest at whatever’s behind him, pillowed in a sort of post-brainfreeze lull. He notices the signs somebody’s home again, grips my left bicep, crans his neck to get closer to the ear on that side of me, and shouts You’re beautiful! in such a genuine way the compliment can’t possibly be misconstrued as an apology for the stomp.

Having only partially collected myself,  I elbow Jason and motion for a refill. A question pops into my head, and I shout it into his ear after he’s returned and we’ve clinked our glasses.

How much is like a watch you guys usually sell?

I lean back as he untilts his head, smiles. On this trip? We have six deals we have done. One of them was he names a dollar amount in the mid-six figures.

One of them? What abou–

I fall silent as I track his gaze, which has fallen on Jeffrey, he’s reaching across the two good civilians for Jeffrey’s wrist, which the latter had stuck out before I even halted with my follow-up question. Jason holds his partner’s wrist perpendicular to the floor, like he’s just KO’ed a guy. I severely wish I had dated a watch guy prior to this. It looks like a watch. John Mayer, if you’re reading this, call me, you’re not too old. There’s no way Jeffrey heard what I asked Jason. They practiced or something. Jeffrey never even broke eye contact with Good Civilian Number Two. Jason is still grinning, and as he slowly releases Jeffrey’s wrist to melt its way back into the beat, now looking at me again. He’s doing this anticipatory smile, he does this thing every now and then, both today and at Fleur, sometimes in concert with Jeffrey. Like I’m stringing them along as they await some shibboleth that’s scripted somewhere to come out of me and they’re nervously going Yes, and… until I get this train back on its tracks, to everyone’s great relief. I turn back around and close my eyes and pretend to be lost in the music. Like I’m a jazz drummer taking a solo, and they’re hoping I signal the one because they’ve otherwise lost track of it while they were mesmerized by what I was putting ou—

I feel Jason’s hand latch onto my inner right thigh and squeeeeeeze, and slide up to the cheek and squeeeeeeeeeeeze again, he massages it for several more seconds before I register any of it, before I can register he’s past all my usual pre-confrontation defenses that have almost always handled these things in advance for me and shirked any conscious decision on my part. I have to decide something. I have to decide something. He’s making his way up to my crotch. I decide I am not fucking chipper. I think about going up to the DJ booth and taking the liberty of handling the record scratch myself. I very much want to be an impartial detached observer right now. I want there to be something that separates me from the bad guys, I want this to be a movie. I want to consider all the narratives I’m being sold, and the pathways I’ve chosen, and the personal and societal costs of my choices. Fuck this, no, this is bad, not doing this, can’t do this and I whip around and grab his hand at the wrist and push it down and off, tripwire cut, string no longer attached. Idiotically thinking I’d get sole bragging rights to having kickstarted my very own discipline of Mutatnt Studies like it’s the next iteration of Progress Studies, like I’d be some unique brand of wunderkind for parlaying a book review into public intellectualdom like it’s my version of a sex tape I’m leaving, thank you for everything why do I fucking thank him I have to go, I want to go home. It’s late…

Ok, you go to get your coat from coatcheck he digs around in his pocket and hands the ticket that corresponds to my coat and come back and we will walk out together. Ok?

I nod and shout something in the affirmative and stumble down the first few stairs and catch myself and leverage myself up and pause and hold my hand holding the ticket in front of my face so I know I still have it and take the rest one-by-one because of the tequila and onto the dance floor and squeeze between-along the mass of bodies and the wall and a rain of confetti and green and blue lights and if I drop the ticket I’m done for because of the confetti and I’m near the front and there are tables behind a velvet rope along the wall and a man with big biceps says to me as I walk past him in a loud magnimions tone Come join my table and I nod my head no no, no no and keep walking a few more steps straight ahead towards the curtain concealing the exit and another man who just unclipped a portion of the velvet rope that’s ahead of me how nice and I walk past him and shit and he this isn’t the exit clips it behind me as soon as I realize and I’ve just joined and turn around and look at the indoor bouncer and no no no wrong way sorry and it takes him agonizing seconds and seconds to realize what I’m asking and reunclip the portion of the velvet rope and I bolt and find the hallway leading out past the neon sign down the hallway coatcheck ticket initials what I need your initials and Someone did it for me I didn’t check it I need initials um  J G W please just give it to me she leaves she comes back coat shimmy in out North door bouncer? no hailcab traffic-notraffic-traffic cabhailed open dive [Redacted] Street home key mat apartment bed.

Rollover.

Fuck!

Roll back over.

I gave in. With Jason. I gave in. I gave into it. The Bergeronian impulse. I gave in. Their handicap, it went off in my head, sent me stark raving out of there. I decided I had to decide, I felt what I felt what I should have felt I felt, ‘You’re not–’,  ‘You can’t–’, The Cathedral instructed me to felt it. What’s the difference, where’s the qualitative difference, anyways? Between me getting dressed up like that and going out like that and being looked at like, you know, that, like that, and being felt up like that?  The touch barrier? Are eyes dumber, less imaginative, than hands? And what about that guy who smashed my toe into the floor? By walking in there, like that, don’t you think, I’ve already sold my soul? And then they act like haggling over the amount is what capsizes the whole enterprise back into virtue. As if I’d actually have to pay up this one time, when that bill for selling my soul comes due, I don’t pay for anything in this world, that’s the golden rule here, you’re telling me this is different? What’s the difference, tell me, between Jason or any client feeling up your body, something you didn’t work a single second for, and the tsk tsks of some abstract Review Board you never once consciously invited into your very own head having their way with your research methods, your fieldwork, however anarchic or laissez faire, your sweat-blood-tears your—Would, on my own, my early warning system have tolerated his feeling me up much longer, much higher? No, probably not! Maybe! But we’ll never know, because I decided to—We’re supposed to be detached observers of reality, right up until we actu—

I roll back up, breathe in sharply, suddenly, and this trips the circuit on this whole mini Feyerabend firebrand episode, and lazily nod my gaze around my apartment on the outbreath, as it all washes over me. Laptop. I grab it from my bedside table, open it, and soon enough I’m watching the black-and- white opening of Casino Royale. Why on earth I decided to decide to watch this, search me, you won’t find it, and I certainly can’t, by now you probably know you’re better at it than I myself am:

…Well, your beauty's a problem. You worry you won't be taken seriously—Which one can say of any attractive woman with half a brain—True, but this one overcompensates...which gives her a somewhat prickly demeanor...

…I suppose I don't have to tell you how beautiful you look…Half the people at that table

are still watching you…

…I'm afraid I'm a complicated woman—That is something to be afraid of…

Dawn is breaking by the time Daniel Craig spits out The bitch is dead, and I roll over back back over, and sleep for a few hours.



viii) TAO Downtown

I’m scooting my way down the sidewalk on Sixteenth alongside the line of people snaking out from the club’s entrance, it’s one day later, I’m heading back at TAO Downtown on my own to full-circle this thing so I can move on with my life when Hi, miss, we’re recording a series for TikTok for a school project–What’s the craziest or wildest thing you’ve seen at a nightclub?  Two youngish-looking guys have managed to trap me in the hotdog stand chokepoint. To take the long way around, I’d pass by where the stand exhausts its smelly fumes. Gross_._ Fine.

I look between this guy and his friend with a camera on his shoulder that’s pointing at me. I didn’t know cameras on shoulders could even talk to TikTok. But wait what the fuck, I’m a primary source now. That happened. Do you two realize how much of an outlier I am? I’m radioactive, 198Au, I’m mangling the footage you’ve already recorded while I’m stalling so I can finish counting the zeroes on my altimeter and tell you how deep is this rabithole. I am kid in fourth grade who picks himself to write his very first ever biography about impartial here. If I so much as open my mouth your distribution gets dragged so hard Dewey defeats Truman.

I… … um… …nothing, really…you know… difficult to convey… … I’m spinning in a daze of Gell-Mann Amnesia, how many icebergs like me did Mears potentially interview during her fieldwork? Of course it’s less than one, probably, but it’s not zero, not entirely. You can’t just declare the buck stops here on this sort of recursion, ensconce your subjects and their world within a little snow globe, that’s not how the paraverse works. It’s a snake-eat-tail world out there, no methodology is that sound, even hers:


Ethnography is well suited to the observation of practices behind coordinated action like a potlatch; here, supplementary interviews were necessary to understand the surprisingly conflicted meanings participants constructed about ostentation…



She tells us she accompanied something like forty different promoters on more than a hundred nights out, and god bless her, I couldn’t stomach enough to go beyond single digits. For the sake of these two’s project I’m as meek and merciful as possible in meting out my conflicted meanings I’ve constructed: … you know… difficult to convey…it’s only like my second or third…time… girls like me…we… well, all that glitters isn’t gold, exactly …

Sooner or later they’re satisfied with what material they’ve gotten out of this participant, and I resume my scooting. I’m with R, or maybe I pull more R-names out of my hat until they just wave me on through at the entrance. A guy ahead of me who’s getting metal-detected at the security checkpoint down below does the male-chin-raise thing as he mumble-growls That’s the kind of girl I need to one of his friends. I pretend to be preoccupied with not falling over on the steep steps. Now it’s my turn, I get an incredulous You walked here? from the bag-search bouncer as I Mary Poppins one flat and then the other out of my teeny purse so he can check inside it, I give him a small whatcanyoudo shrug like yeah, Escalade’s in the shop. He waves me on, waits for me to finish stuffing my shoes back into my purse, and waves me on again.

Once inside, I contemplate checking my trusty coat and just leaving it there to haunt this place forever, zerosixoneoneseven, zerosixoneoneseeeeeeevennnnnnnn. I find it appears back in my closet one day, I’ll know for certain the people behind the curtain have me marked for life. A wicked and adulterous generation seeketh after a sign; and there shall be no sign given unto it, but the sign of the bird po–

[Redacted]?

Shit. Another one of the promoter associate buddies who’s connected to R somehow. He looks like someone who will grow up to become a limo driver. A network’s impact is the squa–

Do you want to come join us?

Why not. Full circle. at least to start the night. I follow him down the stairs and onto the dance floor, and we push through the throngs of partiers to get to a booth on the far side of the floor. Men in chains adorn the table next to us. I exchange greetings with people around our table, and pour myself some Prosecco, full circle. I start talking with a guy at our table who’s not a promoter, but not a client: a rare Male Pretty Wallpaper sighting, Very Important People mentions promoters sometimes enlist these guys to get us girls to come out.


Hey!

Hey!

This is my first time, this is crazy!



It’s not even one yet, it’ll get a hundred times wilder than what you see right now! His button-down is killing me, the fashion designer part of me, it’s so amazing for some reason. Are you in college? He asks.


Yeah, NYU! You?

UChicago! I moved here six months ago after I graduated, to New York.



He’s gotta be one of us. No one who goes to UChicago is someone who attends these things unironically. I press for more. I almost went there! But I just loved NYC so much, Chicago’s so cold. What did you study?

Oh, I went for acting! He says this like it’s some kind of technicality. I moved here to find work, but so far I’m still kinda like in my starving-artist phase, you know? I don’t. I go to these things because of the free drinks.

Just an out-of-work actor. Here for the alcohol, free-as-in. I need a cover story like that. He had me for a minute, or maybe it was his shirt. A promoter, a different one I don’t know, interrupts to offer us tiny little plastic shotglasses of some orange concoction he poured out of a thermos he’s holding. This is my last night clubbing, ever probably, so statistically I don’t see much of a risk. I accept. This happens more, the bootlegging-offer-taking-up-on. Between those and the prosecco, I’m already a bit more drunk than I’ve been at any of these things. Mears claims she was never much one to imbibe:


Copious amounts of alcohol and drugs are supplied to women free of charge in these settings. I usually held a drink during the parties, taking occasional sips to fit in, but rarely consuming enough to cloud my senses.



But drinking your way through a subject can be great fun. Theoretical anarchism is more humanitarian. I decide to go client-hopping, my new, original slang for it. I haven’t been up on the balcony yet, so I wander up the stairs and barge in uninvited. A foreign-looking normal Jared Leto in a black velvet blazer seems to be the ringleader client, he’s surrounded by a few other men and a few girls, a half-dozen more are leaning over the railing to get a view of down below. I go over and ingratiate myself. He pours me some champagne from a bottle with a little glow-in-the-dark label. At one point a waiter with a bill-looking piece of paper comes up to us to verify something, but I can’t sneak a glimpse of any amounts it displays.

I get up from the booth and look out over the railing, taking it all in. I should post a story I think because I’m drunk, and off-brand things sound more fun, and I do just that, this ends up thoroughly confusing everyone who follows me on insta I know personally. The alcohol is catching up with me. It doesn’t feel like I’ve quite full circled everything in sight yet, but inebriated me has her head screwed on enough to know I ought to make it home before I full pass-out. I thank my host like I owe him something, and for some reason tell him:

I’d love to stay, but I’m going to church in the morning. It’s nearly four and I’m at TAO Downtown on my fourth consecutive night of clubbing, and nothing like this has ever been said here before, in this context. He looks me up and down, like he’s screenshotting.

Are you Croatian? he asks me.

Full circle I think to myself, but put on a show of being exasperated, out of principle: ‘Am I Croatian?’ God no I’m not Croatian, I’m not Germ–

He grabs my arm to steady me, because I almost stumble over while winding up to gesculate. No, I said, ‘Are you Christian?’

I haven’t answered this question. Still, I think. But at a minimum, I haven’t answered this question in any state where I was sufficiently lucid for the event to pierce through the present and bleed into the second dimension of temporality, let alone while sober, ever. And I haven’t answered this question while my senses were more clouded than this webpage, ever, unless I do, now, or maybe that other time, as I have been this drunk just twice in my life, and the second time was this right now. In fact, I have always answered this question. I have answered it for old churchy-looking ladies, who, if had I answered in the negative would have perhaps croaked right then and there, dangling from her arm which is linked with her husband’s, who zoned out after gurgling up his required follow-on salutation, but would be zoned back in by this grisly turn of events, but most likely would’ve just scowled, such a waste of a young woman like that, with the fervor of some who scowl at me for not ever modeling, such a waste of a young woman like that, but thank God for her I have never answered that question, not for her, not for no one, never; I have answered this question for edgelord freshmen, at NYU at that, there they are legion and a different breed altogether, who would try to flex their knowledge of some words which were long-dead in the hearts of people who were marginally less long-dead, for whom their relationship with this long-legged capitalist remained the opposite of affectionate, and chaste and every synonym of, but thank God for her I have never answered that question, not for them, not for no one, never; and I have answered it right now, for foreign-looking normal Jared Letos in their black velvet blazers, but thank God for her I have never answered that question, not for them, not for no one, never, but if I can string three coherent words together, in which case I have answered this question for once, but the way I answer this question, unless I can string three coherent words together and answer it right now, God knows how I answer it right now if I can, which in the other case case, the way I answer this question the majority of the time, which is every other time until I answer it right now, is in a sort of jiu-jitsu way: growing up, I was my parents’ church’s golden child, born on the day the church was founded—my parents joined as members a few weeks later—and as I grew, it grew, like two conjoined live oaks in the far-East Texas soil, and when I turned fourteen, I was a minor musical prodigy, and when the church turned fourteen, it was a megachurch, and when we both turned fourteen, someone on the pastoral staff got the bright idea to stage a consummation of sorts, and I was from then on, lead guitarist within the extended rock opera universe the church co-created with its thousands upon thousands of congregants each weekend, my image was splayed upon the big screens and everything, every weekend, and this was enough for people, for old churchy-looking ladies and edgelord freshman, for whom the bandwidth of this answer overloaded their circuits and spilled over into a binary yes; it was still more -direction than mis-, I mean yes they would have likely walked back this answer of theirs of mine if they knew many of the other members of the church’s stable of musicians smoked or were divorced or spiraling into an alcoholic depression because of divorce or openly cheating on his financé with two weeks to go with a girl who worked in the church’s front office, but remember I somehow made it through four years of this, these people, unscathed, because my God I didn’t know what partying was until I read a sociology book about what partying was, and more generally yes this answer yes of theirs of mine favorably collapsed a superimposition the constituent elements which had I done it for them, that answer of mine of mine would have no doubt coagulated into something not only no-adjacent but also not cleanly so, a no with with heretical overtones them, this answer of mine of theirs; this was not only because I spent so many years on the other side of the alchemy of the extended rock opera universe and knew flashing lights and loud music stirred up what must have felt like genuine spiritual catharsis within those watching and experiencing and of course I psyopped myself with complimentary fare like Bowling Alone too but more so because the sages of the Theology Department at the Baptist high school which I attended added during this time fuel-to-fired all this with their very convincing and very damming dammings of the faith-experience I was complicit in alchemizing on my weekends like that it runs itself very near the shoals of Manichaeism and other things like that, and they also got me high on Wredeian Jesus Christ Secretspy notions which of course predisposed me in all my world-weary seventeenness to observe old church-looking ladies with my one unblinded mutant-eye with something that was nothing like pity and everything like a being-

threatenedness in the A prophet is not without honour, but in his own extended rock opera universe because if they knew knew all the samizdat ricocheting ‘round my noggin they would infinitely rather I’d have just admitted to smoking or cheating on my alcoholic depression with my fiancé with two weeks to go until I divorced a girl in who worked in the church’s front office; four years of this of course leading to this sort of complex templatizing itself onto most all the samizdat like Very Impotent People I would go on to fill my round my noggin with about the worlds like that of nightlife whose denizens I could go around spying at with my little lone unblinded mutant-eye, detachedly observing them with nothing like pity and everything like a being-threatenedness in the A prophet is not without honour, but within her own island but this isn’t even my own island because I’m the biggest hick in this TAO joint having been born and raised not in Moscow or Serbia like all these hicks who took bridges and tunnels to get here assume but in Texas which a journey into Manhattan from requires you take at least one of the following bridges or tunnels Neck Throgs Narrow Verrazzanos Carey, Hugh L. Holland Henry Hudson Bronx-White-...-stone…Queeens……..Mid-Midtown………………….Gil Hodges Queens This weekend Elon Musk suffered the great humiliation of being turned away from Berghain, Berlin’s most legendary nightclub. Berghain is openly discriminate about who it allows to join the party. If the bouncers don’t like the look of you, they look you up and down, shake their head, say “nein” and gesture for you to leave the queue. There can be no kick-back, no fuss. You have been rejected from the gates to techno heaven, and you must do the walk of shame all the way back_…Whitestone………………….Queens Vetrans Hodges Gil Memorial Vetrans Verrazzanos Narrow Neck When’s Narrows the last Verrazzanos time you got a manicure that could also prevent date rape? Undergraduate students at North Carolina State University created a nail polish called “Undercover Colors” that changes color in the presence of common date rape drugs like Rohypnol, Xanax, and GHB (Gamma-Hydroxybutyric acid). To see if one of the drugs has been slipped into her drink, a woman has to stir it with her finger. Not exactly discreet (or good manners, or very hygienic), but arguably more stylish than similar inventions...Gil Holland Hodges Hugh Henry Hudson Whitestone Throg Do I wait in line? Neck No. I’ve never, ever, waited in line my entire life. But I think a good way to keep from standing in line is to go right up to the door and push the bouncer over a little bit and say, ‘Excuse me!’ and walk right in. Then they totally think you’re in already..._ …………………..Midtown-Queens-Midtown…… ………. Parkway-Marine-Parkway …. ..….Hodges-Gil- Hodges …..…Veterans …………………..or the fiscal 2021 fourth quarter, the Tao Group Hospitality segment generated revenues of $69.7 million as compared to $1.3 million in the prior year period_....…………. Memorial…The term "controlled substance" means a drug or other substance, or immediate precursor, included in schedule I, II, III, IV, or V of part B of this subchapter. The term does not include distilled spirits, wine, absinthe, malt beverages, nicotine or tobacco, as those terms are defined or used in subtitle E of the Internal Revenue Code of 1986__……………………..Lincoln...Kennedy… ……Lincoln’s secretary Kennedy warned him To scan his QR code from your profile: 1.) Tap 👤 or your profile picture in the bottom right to go to your profile. 2.) Tap 🍔, then tap QR Code. 3.) At the bottom of the screen, tap 📷 Scan QR code. 4.) Hover the camera over the QR code until it is captured…………….Fify-ThirdQueens…..Fift-Third ………………….Fifty What Verrazzano hot people are doing today, smart people will be doing in 10 years..._ Fify ……………….The Canadian government disagreed, outlawing polatches from the late nineteenth century until 1951, in an attempt to curb what they saw as natives' economically irrational behavior…… ……………………………..Steinway Canarise The public was invited Rutgers to vote via the magazine's website, text messages and postcards to determine the "Greatest Croatian," and the final results were published in the 6 January 2004 issue...the poll had no rules on ethnicity or nationality of candidates, with readers free to send in votes for whomever they felt contributed to the history and society of modern-day Croatia_...………………Canarise Canarise Canarise…………….We need a dream-world in order to discover the features of the real world we think we inhabit (and which may actually be just another dream world)..........................Rutgers Whitestone-Bronx ………….Queens-Midtown…… ………. Marine Parkway …._ ..….Gil Hodges …..…Veterans ………………….. The gold standard (and sometimes bi-metallic) regime...was without precedent...claims to gold became a global means of settling claims and easing foreign trade and investment. While the system was based on some central bank intervention, most notably from the Bank of England, it was self-regulating to a remarkable degree...it was not obvious that the West would arrive at such a felicitous arrangement_…………CranberryThe syndrome was initially considered purely a female disorder...Cases in which patients hold the belief that time has been "warped" or "substituted" have also been reported__……………..Clark…………………… Clark Carey L Newton wrote and transcribed about a million words on the subject of alchemy...for example he talks about the green lion and the sordid whore. These are terms that had very specific reference in 17th century alchemy………………. Montague……………….Wonderland has only one reality principle, which is that “time has been murdered. Nothing need be substituted for time, even though only madness can murder time. Alice is only as mad as she needs to be……………………………….Throgs Joralemon Neck Narrow Narrows…………....involves questions so intricate, so delicate, so strange to our form of thought, and so important to analysis of our environment that I cannot compress answers into single brief message without yielding to what I feel would be dangerous degree of over-simplification...I apologize in advance for this burdening of telegraphic channel...__………..Clark………….Canarise Cranberry Canarise Canarise Cranberry………………Cranberry… ……………………………….Cranberry_ ……………………………..……………………………..I’m the Sheik of Araby. Your love belongs to me. At night when you’re asleep Into your tent I’ll creep…………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………..Wake Whitestone Wake up, pretty girl……… ……………………………………………

✧

I wake up, cottonmouthed and feeling like a barge on the East River’s worth of crud needs to be scraped out from inside me. It’s barely light. I lean up, and look in the mirror at the foot of my bed to see how intact my makeup still is. I’ll make it to church, after all. Easy li–rrrrrahgghh gets late early I roll back over and bury myself in covers ten or fifteen minutes later when it dawns those snatches of light were dusk.

Once, years ago, I was in my hometown, at a retirement party for my elementary-school art teacher. It was a Baptist school, and the little third-person bio blurb about the dainty old woman in the bulletins they were giving out contained the sentence Her younger years saw her rebelling against the ways of the LORD, until His grace and mercy called to her through a career opportunity in Christian education at [Baptist School]. You don’t know what that rebelling entails, exactly; only, you know she quit going to church for a few years during college, or maybe was a minor accessory to a friend’s abortion, or she was a fixture at orgies at The Factory. No in-between. Oh, I used to go clubbing is probably what I’ll say about these few weeks of my life. They’ll take this, with my faded beauty, and wonder.

✧


“It’s better to look at the sky than live there.

Such an empty place; so vague. Just a country where the thunder goes…”



Christmas morning, my parents stuff my stocking with hangover pills and five-dollar bills, read that like the country song it is. I eye my stack of presents over under the tree. One's a book, I find when go I unwrap it, Letters to My Weird Sisters, and I read a few bits from the preface before I move on to unwrapping a bottle of Dom Pérignon or something:


It seemed to me that many of the moments when my autism had caused problems, or at least marked me out as different, were those moments when I had come up against some unspoken law about how a girl or a woman should be, and failed to meet it.



What laws have I broken, though? Am I too good a citizen?  She of six-feet-four in heels, lithe in her ludicrous thinness, this not even twenty-five-year-old whose brain has still yet to fully develop, facial attractiveness a fraction that equals a whole number. Can’t I just have my mail-order diplomatic immunity and be done with it all?

Still the book looks enlightening, more my speed than Very Important People, maybe. I stack it next to the pills ‘n bills, and save the ribbon.

Pineapple.






Viral

[This is one of the finalists in the 2022 book review contest. It’s not by me - it’s by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done, to prevent their identity from influencing your decisions. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked - SA]

Introduction

Alina Chan and Matt Ridley’s Viral is a book about the investigation into the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic. In case you haven’t been following, there’s been a shift in the scientific consensus on this topic. For about the first year of the pandemic, it was widely accepted that SARS-CoV-2, the virus behind COVID-19, had a natural origin, meaning that it first spread to humans naturally from an animal (also called a zoonotic origin). Any suggestion that it could have come from a lab was dismissed as a conspiracy theory. Then, sometime around spring 2021 something changed. Well-known, respected scientists began to voice the opinion that SARS-CoV-2 might have come from a lab, or that it’s at least a plausible hypothesis that deserves an investigation. The scientific consensus abruptly shifted from “definitely natural origin” to “both natural origin and lab origin are viable hypotheses that should be investigated.”

Viral is a deep dive into this issue from all angles, covering the basics of virology, the history and epidemiology of the COVID-19 pandemic, the response of scientific and governmental institutions, and various pieces of evidence for both hypotheses. It doesn’t contain any new, bombshell revelations, but it’s a neat, accessible summary of the scattered bits of information that have been uncovered since the start of the pandemic. In this review I’ll try to distill some of the most important information and discuss my own interpretation of it. 

I enjoyed the book and recommend it to anyone interested in the topic. However, many of the authors’ points (especially on technical issues) have counterpoints from other scientists who lean more heavily towards the natural origins hypothesis. So I think it’s best to include the book as part of a “package-deal” recommendation, rather than presenting it as a perfectly objective source. The last section of this review will include some more recommended sources to check out, including writing from advocates of the natural origins hypothesis with counterpoints to claims made in the book. I’ll also link one here in case you don’t make it that far.

In my view, the book actually deals with two separate topics. The first is the object-level question – where did COVID come from? The second is the meta-level question – what can we say about the ability and willingness of different institutions to answer the question of the pandemic’s origins? 

These questions need to be decoupled if we’re going to answer them properly. For example, a lot of people have noticed the incompetence and untrustworthiness of various institutions during the pandemic, and concluded in a knee-jerk reaction that this confirms the lab leak hypothesis… but this is wrong. At the same time, if it turns out that COVID had a natural, non-lab origin, that would not absolve the public health officials, scientists, journalists, and tech companies who prematurely dismissed the lab leak hypothesis for unscientific reasons. 

1. Summarizing the case for natural origins

A misconception about the book is that Chan and Ridley are 100% convinced that SARS-CoV-2 originated in a lab. This is wrong. The authors’ position is that the lab origin and natural origins hypotheses are both viable, and that neither one can be ruled out based on current evidence. The thesis of the book is not that SARS-CoV-2 definitely originated in a lab, but that the origin of the virus is unknown and warrants a thorough, open investigation.

Due to their own uncertainty about the origin of SARS-CoV-2, Chan and Ridley actually do a pretty good job of laying out the case for natural origins. It’s not convincing at all to hear “SARS-CoV-2 definitely had a natural origin, and anything else is just a conspiracy theory”. On the other hand, when you’re trying to weigh two legitimate, competing hypotheses, it becomes necessary to seriously consider the evidence for each one, and Chan and Ridley spend much of the book considering the evidence of natural origins.

The main case for the natural origins hypothesis is that it should be our default belief, in the absence of convincing evidence otherwise. The vast majority of disease outbreaks like this, including previous coronavirus outbreaks SARS (2003) and MERS (2012), came from nature, not from a lab. So, before examining the evidence, we should begin with a strong prior in favor of natural origins.

Also, the Chinese government and scientists deny lab origins of the virus. In the context of an authoritarian system this may count for very little, but it’s still some nonzero evidence in favor of natural origins. To say there was a lab origin, we would have to postulate that scientific institutions in China are lying and successfully engaged in a coverup, for which there have been no credible whistleblowers. Again, this may be entirely possible, but it still adds to the burden of proof that must be overcome by evidence for the lab leak hypothesis.

However, what’s still missing is any direct evidence for an animal source of SARS-CoV-2. Chan and Ridley note that during the SARS (2003) and MERS (2012) coronavirus outbreaks, the animal sources were discovered relatively quickly. But with COVID-19, now more than 2 years into the pandemic, an animal source still has not been identified, despite the fact that we now have access to better investigative tools, like faster and cheaper genome sequencing compared to the SARS and MERS investigations.

The authors steel-man one possible explanation for this lack of direct evidence that would be consistent with a zoonotic origin: illegal smuggling. They explain that if the animal source had been an illegally smuggled animal, the smugglers may have engaged in a coverup and tried to hide their tracks. Chan and Ridley spend a section of the book describing the illegal wildlife trade in China – a reminder that even if the pandemic had what we’re calling a “natural origin,” it was likely still a self-inflicted wound for humanity, and policy changes may still be needed to prevent it from happening again.

As a non-fiction book on current events, an unavoidable weakness of Viral is that it does not include recent developments that have come out after the book’s publication. At least one of these developments is important enough for me to mention in this review. In February 2022, three scientific pre-prints [1, 2, 3] were released, related to the spread of SARS-CoV-2 in the Huanan seafood market in the early stage of the pandemic. The Huanan seafood market, located in Wuhan, is thought by natural origins proponents to have been the source of the first zoonotic spillover (or possibly, two separate spillovers) into humans. Advocates of this hypothesis have taken these pre-prints as further confirmation of a zoonotic origin in the market. However, proponents of the lab leak hypothesis have pointed out that they never denied that an early superspreader event occurred in the market – they just think the virus was brought there by an infected human, and spread to others in the crowded and enclosed space. They point to the fact that all of the market animals that were tested for COVID came up negative. Fence-sitters, like Chan, say that the pre-print findings appear to be consistent with both hypotheses.

There are also technical points and counterpoints about these studies being debated. For example, one of the studies attempts to use geospatial analysis to show that locations of early COVID cases seems to cluster around the market. A possible rebuttal to this point is that it might be based on ascertainment bias – at the start of the pandemic, authorities suspected the market as a source of the outbreak and specifically looked for patients who’d recently been at the market, so it’s not surprising to see early cases cluster around the market if market exposure was part of the criteria for being diagnosed with COVID. 

A lot of these technical points are over my head, so I encourage you to read the pre-prints (as well as the critiques of them) yourself. Here are some more sources to check out about these recent pre-prints and the debate around them [1, 2, 3].

2. Lab leaks are uncommon, but not unheard of

When I first heard the idea of a lab origin of SARS-CoV-2 at the beginning of the pandemic, part of the reason I dismissed it was because the idea of a pathogen escaping from a lab really did seem like a conspiracy theory, or the plot of some sci-fi movie. One of the things that made me reconsider this position was learning how many lab leaks have occurred in the past. Chan and Ridley spend a chapter in the book reviewing some of these incidents. For example:


	
Although the first SARS virus originated in nature, it was studied in labs after the initial epidemic, and escaped several times, infecting people. This occurred in Singapore, Taiwan, and China, from 2003-2004.



	
In April 1979, anthrax escaped from a biological warfare lab in Sverdlovsk, USSR, resulting in at least 64 deaths. This leak was successfully covered up by the Soviet authorities for more than a decade, with the KGB confiscating hospital records of the victims. The truth was only discovered after the fall of the Soviet Union, when a proper scientific investigation was finally allowed in 1992 and 1993.



	
In 1977 there was an influenza pandemic, now called the Russian Flu, which ultimately killed about 700,000 people. It was discovered that this flu strain was nearly genetically identical to a strain that had previously been common in the 1950s, but had since disappeared, except for samples that were being studied in research labs. It’s now thought that the 1977 Russian Flu was the result of vaccine trials gone awry, in which military recruits became infected after being exposed to live attenuated H1N1 virus.



	
Smallpox escaped from research labs in the UK three times from 1966-1978. In fact, the last ever case of smallpox occurred after it had already been eradicated, when it escaped from a medical laboratory in 1978 and infected a medical photographer, who eventually died from the illness.





These are only a few of many examples. According to the US Federal Select Agent Program, which oversees the possession and handling of dangerous biological agents and toxins, there were 219 accidental releases of these “select agents” in 2019. So, while accidental lab leaks are uncommon, they’re not unheard of. When it comes to the COVID-19 pandemic, it still makes sense to have a strong prior in favor of the natural origins hypothesis, but the idea that a pathogen can be accidentally released from a lab isn’t some wild, ridiculous idea like believing in alien abductions or Bigfoot or something.

3. The outbreak location in Wuhan appears to be relevant

There’s a famous psychology experiment [1] in which participants were told to wait in a room, and their reactions were recorded as the room gradually filled with smoke. In some cases, participants waited alone, while in other cases they waited with a group of people who, unbeknownst to the participant, were actors who had been instructed to ignore the smoke. Of the participants who waited alone, 75% reported the smoke. However, of the participants who waited with the group, only 10% reported the smoke.
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Photograph of the famous Latané and Darley experiment, cerca 1968.

So, what could those participants have been thinking? Maybe something like: Hmm, why’s the room filling up with smoke? Is this a problem? *looks around the room* Well nobody else seems to care, so I guess not.

Looking back at the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, I think maybe this is why so many of us didn’t think twice about the location of the initial outbreak. Hmm, is it kinda suspicious that this virus broke out near a major virology institute that works on bat coronaviruses? Should we maybe look into that? *looks around* Well nobody else seems to think so, so I guess not.

I can’t speak for everyone else, but this was at least my mindset. I had vaguely heard something about how there was a virology research institute close to where the pandemic broke out, and that some conspiracy theorists were claiming it was the source of the virus. I looked around and noticed that nobody was really taking this idea seriously, so I figured I didn’t need to take it seriously either.

Also, I was thinking something like: Eh, probably every major city has labs and research institutes doing this kind of research. And I’ll bet they purposely built the virology institute close to where these viruses occur in nature, to give them easy access for sampling.

Well, it turns out both of these things are wrong.

The type of research conducted at the Wuhan Institute of Virology (WIV) is pretty rare and specialized. It includes things like creation of chimeric coronaviruses [1, 2], infecting humanized mice with bat coronaviruses, and other types of gain of function research, which Chan and Ridley devote a chapter to.

The WIV is one of only a few institutions in the world doing this type of research. It’s not the case, as I had assumed, that every major university has a couple labs doing similar work.

So it does seem like a pretty remarkable coincidence that the outbreak happened in Wuhan. But maybe they purposely built the Wuhan Institute of Virology close to where these viruses are found in nature? Well, this also turns out to be wrong. The areas where viruses most similar to SARS-CoV-2 are found in nature are Yunnan province and Laos, which are more than a thousand kilometers away from Wuhan. The authors put this distance in perspective by noting that it’s more than the distance between Orlando and NYC.
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Image source: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2020-12-30/china-is-making-it-harder-to-solve-the-mystery-of-how-covid-began 

If SARS-CoV-2 originated in an animal somewhere around the Yunnan / Laos area, how did it make it all the way to Wuhan without leaving a trail along the way? 

4. The story of RaTG13

Although I enjoyed the book, I do have one pretty major criticism. The authors repeatedly make the claim that a virus called RaTG13, which was being studied at the WIV before the pandemic, is the closest known genetic match to SARS-CoV-2. But this claim is outdated and no longer correct. In September 2021 researchers identified a virus called BANAL-52 in Laos that’s a 96.8% match to SARS-CoV-2, closer than RaTG13’s 96.2% match. (Important note: a 96.8% match is still a long way off in genomic space, and does not imply that this is the same virus as SARS-CoV-2, or even necessarily a progenitor.)

At first I thought maybe the authors didn’t mention BANAL-52 because it was discovered after the book was published, but this isn’t the case – Viral was published November 16, 2021, nearly two months after the discovery of BANAL-52 was published. Although I’m writing an overall-positive review here, I don’t want to go easy on the book where serious criticism is warranted. It’s completely unacceptable that BANAL-52 wasn’t mentioned. Even if it would have been inconvenient from a publishing standpoint, the authors should have rewritten the RaTG13 chapter, or at least included an addendum about the discovery of BANAL-52.

With that being said, I think the story of RaTG13 is still interesting and important, so I’ll give a quick summary here.

At the start of the pandemic in 2020, SARS-CoV-2 was quickly sequenced, and the full genome sequence was published by Dr. Shi Zhengli’s team at the WIV. In this paper, they also briefly mentioned that the genome was a 96.2% match with another bat coronavirus called RaTG13 – the closest known match at the time. Oddly, the mention of RaTG13 did not include any reference, footnote, or link to any previously published sequence.

Although the WIV didn’t provide details on this mysterious RaTG13 virus, a group of internet volunteers, including both amateurs as well as professional scientists working in their free time, began to investigate. This loose collection of open-source researchers, called DRASTIC, uncovered a medical thesis describing an outbreak of a mysterious disease in 2012. Six men who had been working in a bat-infested mine in Mojiang County, China, fell ill and were admitted to a hospital with symptoms including dry coughs, shortness of breath, fevers, muscle aches, headaches, and fatigue. Three of the men eventually died of this mysterious illness.

In the years following this incident, teams of researchers (including a team led by Dr. Shi Zhengli of the WIV) were sent to investigate the cause of this illness and collect samples from the Mojiang mine. This sampling led to the discovery of a novel SARS-like coronavirus in 2013, and a part of its genomic sequence was published under the name BtCoV/4991 in 2016.

The DRASTIC researchers discovered that RaTG13 was genetically identical to the BtCoV/4991 sequence from the Mojiang mine – it was the same virus, and had just been renamed for some reason, without any public record of the change. They also discovered that at least eight other closely related coronaviruses were also sampled from this mine and brought to the WIV.

Although unhelpful throughout the investigation, the WIV eventually verified these facts when pressed on them, and an addendum was added to the original paper confirming DRASTIC’s account of the origin of RaTG13. 

So what should we make of this? Well, as I mentioned before, RaTG13 is no longer the closest known genetic match to SARS-CoV-2, so maybe the whole story is less important as it pertains to the origin of the pandemic. But the discovery of BANAL-52 doesn’t really resolve things either [2]. Laos is very far away from Wuhan (actually even further than Yunnan), so we’re left with the same question as before – how did SARS-CoV-2 make it all the way to Wuhan from such a distant natural reservoir without leaving a trail along the way?

5. Lack of institutional transparency and competence

A lot of the book is devoted to criticizing the Chinese government’s lack of transparency during the pandemic. Some brief examples:


	
In the early days of the initial outbreak in Wuhan, hundreds of people were investigated and punished for the crime of “spreading rumors”. This included whistleblowing doctors who attempted to warn others [3] about the spread of the disease and its human-to-human transmission, which was being denied by the Chinese government at the time.



	
Access to the Mojiang mine (the source of the RaTG13 virus discussed in the previous section) was blocked off, and journalists attempting to visit it were harassed and detained by police.



	
According to Chinese government directives, all academic research papers written by Chinese scientists are now required to go through a process of government review before being submitted for journal publication.



	
The WHO conducted an investigation that was apparently a sham. The investigation was composed of supervised, tightly-controlled visits to various sites in Wuhan, including a museum dedicated to China’s “heroic efforts to defeat the pandemic” – but the team was denied access to raw data from the early stages of the pandemic. At the end, they confidently concluded that a lab origin of SARS-CoV-2 was “extremely unlikely”, despite not having done any serious investigation into it. [4]



	
Virus sample sequences from early COVID patients in China were originally uploaded to an online database, but later removed in an apparent attempt at obfuscation. However, evolutionary biologist Jesse Bloom came up with a clever way to recover this data.



	
Probably the most important – the WIV had previously maintained a database of at least fifteen thousand bat samples, including the dates and locations of samples as well as information about the viruses found in them. This database was taken offline and its contents have not been shared with independent researchers since.





At this point, we need to be cautious and police our emotions so that we don’t start favoring the lab leak hypothesis for non-scientific reasons. When reading about this stuff, it’s easy to get angry and start wanting the Chinese government to be guilty of something, but we need to consider all possible explanations. 

It’s possible that the Chinese government was trying to cover up a lab leak, but it’s also possible that this was just regular authoritarian government behavior. Interestingly, Chan and Ridley describe similar attempts at obfuscation during the original SARS epidemic in 2003 (which had a natural origin), in which the Chinese government hid infected patients so that they wouldn’t be discovered by international health authorities. So I don’t think these attempts at obfuscation should necessarily be taken as evidence for a lab origin.

The book also criticizes a US-based research organization called the EcoHealth Alliance, and its president Peter Daszak. [5] The basic claim here, which I think has some merit, is that there was an attempt to artificially construct a scientific consensus from the top down, early on in the pandemic, even though such a consensus wasn’t (and isn’t) warranted by the evidence. This artificial scientific consensus was then picked up by tech companies, who used it to label discussion of the lab leak hypothesis as “misinformation”, as well as by media sources and fact checkers. I don’t want to get bogged down in all the convoluted details here, so I refer you to the book if you want to learn about it. It’s worth noting though that some of the scientists who publicly labeled the lab leak hypothesis as a “conspiracy theory” apparently considered it to be plausible in their private communications, which were obtained through FOIA requests. 

Whatever we think of the whole Daszak / EcoHealth Alliance story, it’s pretty clear that at the start of the pandemic many respected institutions – scientific journals, tech companies, media networks, the WHO – expressed a level of confidence in the natural origins hypothesis that was not warranted by the evidence. How should we update our opinions based on this overconfidence? Does it tell us anything about the origins of the virus?

Let’s say that your friend claims he can magically predict the result of a fair coin flip (only once). “There’s a 100% chance it’ll come up heads,” he says. If you’re gullible, you’ll update your belief in favor of heads. If you’re feeling annoyed at your friend, you might update in favor of tails out of spite [6]. Both of these would be wrong. The correct answer would be to not update at all on the object-level question of the coin flip (still 50-50), and to update negatively on the separate question of how trustworthy your friend’s predictions are. And remember, even if the coin does come up heads, you should still update negatively on your friend’s trustworthiness – he was still overconfident even though he happened to get it right by chance.

This is basically how I think we should handle this unwarranted overconfidence from respected institutions – it should decrease our trust in these institutions, but we need to be careful not to start favoring the lab leak hypothesis out of spite. In my opinion this loss of trust should not really affect our view of the object-level question of the virus’s origin at all (although it would be nice to see some of the data being hidden, like that WIV database that was taken offline).
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Sometimes your overconfident friend will get it wrong, and the coin will come up tails.

6. Technical evidence

The book covers a lot of technical evidence that’s considered by some to point toward a lab origin. Although I’m a computational biologist myself, I don’t have the background knowledge required to evaluate this evidence, and have only been able to observe the back-and-forth debates between people who actually do have this background knowledge. So I didn’t update my opinion much based on these pieces of evidence, but I’ll still describe some of them here.

The first widely-cited piece of technical evidence has to do with the lack of rapid evolution of the virus early on in the pandemic. Some scientists claim that SARS-CoV-2 reached genetic stability early on, suggesting that it was already well-adapted to spread in humans at the start of the outbreak. Some have interpreted this as evidence that it was engineered for this purpose, or underwent serial passaging to encourage adaptation to human or humanized cells. Here’s a pre-print from May 2020 (on which Alina Chan is actually a co-author) making the claim that SARS-CoV-2 was already well-adapted to humans at the beginning of the pandemic. However, a review paper from proponents of the natural origins hypothesis disputes this claim, and offers several technical counterpoints, citing adaptive mutations later on in the pandemic that increased the virus’s fitness. 

The second widely-cited piece of technical evidence is related to a feature of the SARS-CoV-2 called the furin cleavage site (FCS). The FCS increases the ability of the virus to infect certain types of cells, and is part of what makes SARS-CoV-2 especially contagious. It’s considered an unusual feature, and has not been found in the other viruses most closely related to SARS-CoV-2. It’s worth noting that previous gain of function research has included inserting a furin cleavage site into the original SARS virus from the 2003 epidemic. The debate over the FCS in SARS-CoV-2 is mostly related to sequence analysis, and I don’t have enough background knowledge on this to take a side on it either way. This is a paper by Rossana Segreto and Yuri Deigin claiming that the FCS may suggest genetic manipulation and point to a lab origin. For technical counterpoints on the FCS, I’ll refer you to the same review paper from natural origins proponents that I mentioned in the last paragraph. 

A large chunk of the book is devoted to exploring these technical claims. These sections of the book are interesting and informative for hearing one perspective, but I definitely recommend checking out other sources with the technical counterpoints to get a full view of things. Personally I did not update my opinion based on these pieces of evidence because I don’t have enough background knowledge to evaluate opposing claims being made about them. 

Also, I think it’s worth noting that the debates around these pieces of evidence are specifically related to the subset of lab leak possibilities that involves genetic engineering and manipulation. However, even if it were proven, beyond a doubt, that SARS-CoV-2 was not the product of genetic engineering, that would not rule out the possibility that it was a natural virus, collected from the field, that was stored in the WIV and leaked out. I want to point this out because I’ve seen some semantic confusion where people claim to “disprove” the lab leak hypothesis, when really they are given arguments specifically against the possibility of genetic engineering.

7. Signal and noise

So far I’ve tried to summarize some of the key points of the book that I view as being the most important, but there are also a ton of other tiny pieces of information for us to try to make sense of.

Some of these bits are either false, misleading, or meaningless. For example, Chan and Ridley tell the story of Dr. Limeng Yan, a scientist-turned-whistleblower who fled to the US in April 2020 in fear of being “disappeared” in China. By all accounts, Dr. Yan started off as a legitimate whistleblower. She learned of COVID’s human-to-human transmission early on, when it was still being denied by the Chinese government, tried to report it up her chain of command (but was told to keep quiet), and ended up leaking the information to a Youtube commentator who told the world – and of course, it was confirmed by the Chinese government and WHO the next day. But instead of the story ending there, with Dr. Yan as a brave hero, things took a sad turn. She fled to the US in fear, but ended up in a situation where her only American contacts were people with their own political agendas (including Steve Bannon). Facing this scary and uncertain situation in a foreign land, it seems she basically told these people what they wanted to hear, and possibly ended up believing it herself through self-deception. Soon she was giving interviews to right-wing media outlets, spouting the actual unfounded conspiracy theory that SARS-CoV-2 was a bioweapon released by China on purpose, and other false information.

This is a sad story about a scientist who tried to do the right thing, but ended up intellectually corrupted by forces beyond her control. It’s also a reminder of how much noise and false information is out there.

It’s easy to dismiss the ridiculous claim that COVID began as a bioweapon, but other claims are more difficult to evaluate. For example, according to a US intelligence report, three researchers at the WIV became so severely ill in November 2019 that they required hospitalization. It was reported that they had symptoms consistent with both COVID-19 and regular seasonal illness. What should we make of this claim [7]? 

Conclusion 1: I have no idea whether the virus came from a lab or from nature

After reading the book and going down several related rabbit holes, I feel as uncertain as ever about the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, I have generally updated towards viewing the lab leak hypothesis as plausible, rather than an insane conspiracy theory. This partly due to this book, as well as many other related sources I came across last year.

To summarize, my overall updating went something like this:


	
Prior: Definitely natural origins (Obviously, I’m not a conspiracy theorist). 



	
Update 1: Hmm, so I guess they haven’t found any direct evidence of an animal source yet, but I’m sure one will turn up. Anyway, a lab leak is still impossible, right?



	
Update 2: Ok, so I guess there have been some lab leaks in the past. But still, the zoonotic spillovers are much more common.



	
Update 3: Wait a minute… you mean the location of the initial outbreak actually is not close to the nearest natural reservoir of this type of virus? In that case, isn’t it kinda suspicious that it is close to one of the only virology institutes in the world doing gain-of-function research on bat coronaviruses? Why am I just hearing about this now?



	
Update 4: Lots of technical points being discussed and debated, way over my head. However I notice scientists much smarter than me shifting their opinion and now claiming that neither hypothesis can be ruled out based on the current evidence.



	
Posterior: Both hypotheses seem viable and a thorough, open investigation is needed. 





Conclusion 2: Evaluating claims from experts and institutions

There was a lesson I took away from this book that I’m not exactly sure how to feel about. Reading through the history of the investigation into the pandemic’s origins, it’s notable that many of the breakthroughs were made by either complete amateurs, or by scientists in fields outside of virology working in their free time.

For example, one of the main characters in this story is The Seeker, an anonymous Twitter user, later revealed to be a former science teacher in India with no formal research experience. Again and again, amateur internet researchers like The Seeker caught things that the professional virology community missed or ignored, including the origins of RaTG13 and the eight other coronavirus samples from the Mojiang mine.

I don’t really know how to feel about it. On the one hand, it’s pretty cool that science is now open source in a way that lets random, curious people comb through data to make interesting discoveries. But on the other hand, what the hell is going on if some random Twitter users are consistently correcting world-renowned virology institutes on various mistakes and omissions?
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This is especially frustrating when the random guy on the internet turns out to be right.

When people talk about “trusting the experts”, I think they mean trusting people with technical expertise over people without technical expertise. This makes sense a lot of the time. Probably almost all the time. If you need your car fixed, have a weird rash on your skin, or have a leaking pipe in your house, you consult a mechanic, a dermatologist, or a plumber because they have the technical expertise you need on those issues. You don’t ask a random guy on Twitter for help.

But what if you have a question about investment banking on Wall Street, and how it should be regulated. Should you put the question to a bunch of investment bankers? After all, they do have the most technical expertise on this subject, right? They probably know more about investment banking than you or me, or a lot of the people pushing for more financial regulations.

Now we’ve run into an issue: they do have technical expertise, but it’s bundled together and intertwined with a bunch of incentives that could lead to biased judgment, so we can’t take what they’re saying as some pure, objective truth. Of course, their technical expertise is still valuable, so we shouldn’t necessarily throw out everything they say either. The proper response is to listen to what they’re saying and weigh the information accordingly after considering the incentives they’re facing, and possible biases.

I guess what I’m trying to say here is that scientific institutions, though probably not as bad as Wall Street, are still made up of human beings who are susceptible to all kinds of cognitive biases, including group think, confirmation bias, and the good ol’ Not Wanting To Be Wrong.

So what should we do about this? Well, the easy option is to just become an insane person, like Alex Jones, and assume the experts are lying all the time about everything. This strategy has the advantage of letting us feel edgy and rebellious, but it’s not very helpful if we actually want to figure these issues out. On the other hand, if we want to seriously try to discern truth from expert claims on controversial topics, that’s a messy challenge that involves considering their technical expertise, as well as potential biases they might have, as well as our own potential biases.

Conclusion 3: Some optimism about science

I know this has probably been a bit of a depressing post to read, but my final conclusion is actually one of optimism about the state of science. What differentiates science from other ways of knowing is its self-correction mechanisms. It’s all about changing our minds and reevaluating our beliefs based on new evidence and clearer understanding of things. This is basically what we’ve seen in the way the scientific community has changed positions on the lab leak hypothesis. Harsh critics might refer to this as a “flip flop”, or point out that the lab leak hypothesis never should have been dismissed in the first place, but I see it as a commendable error correction.

What’s even cooler is that much of this reevaluation was the result of amateurs and semi-amateurs making discoveries based on freely accessible genomic sequence data, and open source online sequence analysis tools. Plus the fact that, despite their lack of official credentials, their analysis was taken seriously (eventually), when it became evident that they were making good points. This is a credit to the scientific community.

Further sources to check out


	
Natural Origins Proponents


	
The most comprehensive post I’ve found making the case for natural origins is Philipp Markolin’s Substack post, which attempts to apply Bayesian reasoning to the question. Definitely recommend. 



	
Anderson et al. 2020 “Proximal Origins” paper



	
Holmes et al. 2021 paper, reviewing evidence and concluding in favor of natural origins.







	
Other Sources


	
This is an interesting website called Rootclaim that applies Bayesian reasoning and quantifies updates. Their quantified line of reasoning is especially interesting if you disagree with their conclusion, since you can pinpoint exactly which pieces of evidence you disagree on. They apply this analysis to many other claims as well. 



	
Scott Aaronson’s review of Viral



	
Letter in the journal Science, signed by many prominent researchers, calling for an open investigation into the pandemic origins.



	
Vanity Fair article on the investigation into the pandemic origins, criticizing the NIH for lack of transparency.



	
Yuri Deigin’s Medium post on SARS-CoV-2 sequence analysis from April 2020. This is the earliest I know of someone making a serious case for the lab leak hypothesis. 



	
Nicholas Wade’s May 2021 article – one of the first well-known, respected scientists to publicly take the lab leak hypothesis seriously.



	
Rossana Segreto and Yuri Deigin’s paper on the furin cleavage site.



	
US intelligence community’s declassified assessment of the pandemic’s origins (turned out to be inconclusive). 



	
This article from Laura H. Kahn explains what evidence would be needed to conclusively show that COVID had a zoonotic origin, and how this burden of proof has not been met yet.



	
There are two active prediction markets [1, 2] (that I know of) related to the question of the pandemic’s origins. As Scott noted in a recent ACX post, these markets are not straightforward predictions of whether the pandemic began in a lab or not. Rather, they’re predictions about what specific institutions will conclude about the pandemic origins, so they’re kind of tangentially related to the real underlying question.  







	
Risks of gain of function research (not specific to COVID)


	
This is a great episode of the Sam Harris podcast with Rob Reid on gain of function virology research as a possible existential risk. The episode isn’t about COVID and doesn’t take a position on the pandemic’s origins either way. Scary and important episode. 



	
Recent article from Kelsey Piper on possible dangers of gain of function research (again, not specific to COVID). 










Notes


[1]

Latané and Darley (1968). I couldn’t find any positive or negative replications of this exact experiment, but the general conclusion, called the Bystander Effect, has been extensively replicated.



[2]

It’s hard to tell because this article was originally in French, but after putting it through Google Translate, it sounds like the head of the research team who discovered BANAL-52, Marc Eloit, still considered the lab origin scenario to be plausible as of January 2022.



[3]

In a reminder of the Orwellian nature of the Chinese government, one of these doctors was even made to sign a confession letter admitting to this “crime”.



[4]

This report was widely criticized, with the governments of the US, Canada, Australia, Japan, South Korea, the UK, and others expressing “shared concerns” about the investigation. Even the head of the WHO, Dr. Tedros, suggested that a more thorough follow-up investigation might be required.



[5]

For what it’s worth, I don’t agree with making this thing into a personal crusade against Daszak and the EcoHealth Alliance, like some people are trying to do.



[6]

This is actually what I’m more worried about with the ACX community – most of us aren’t going to be gullible when it comes to believing a popular, mainstream narrative, but we might be prone to knee-jerk contrarian reactions to these narratives.



[7]

I don’t know.






War in Human Civilization by Azar Gat

“War, War never changes.” - Fallout

“Violent competition... is the rule throughout nature.” - Azar Gat

The first and most striking feature of War in Human Civilization is its size, a beast of a book. But take heart, it is “only” 800 or so pages, with almost 150 of those being endnotes and indices, and the size of the book is justified by its grand scope. The second is WAR in big red letters, and the rest of the title in much smaller black print. I’d guess he really wanted to just call it WAR but needed a few more words to make it sound less generic.

Azar Gat is a professor at Tel Aviv university and book’s academic nature is clear throughout. The research that has gone into the book is testified to by the copious end notes, which take up a sixth of the book. However, mercifully, the writing avoids the pitfalls of much academic writing and is straightforward and clear. The workmanlike writing style does not in itself draw the reader in, that is left to the subject matter and information presented, but it never gets in the way of Gat’s presenting and the reader’s understanding of this information.

WAR is exactly what it says on the cover, an overview of the causes and nature of war throughout human civilization, from pre-history to modern liberal democracy. In the preface, Gat poses the Riddle of War, why do men fight? The book then explores the Riddle in great depth across human history. The cover makes the grand historical scope of the work clear, juxtaposing an ancient relief of Assyrian chariots wrapping the book with a picture of a plane about to hit one of the smoldering twin towers on the back cover. When the book was published in 2006, 9/11 was still a fresh event, occurring a bit past halfway through the book’s 9-year writing process.

WAR is a book dense and, as is a necessity for a work of this scope, it covers a lot of a lot of historical information in very few words. Gat will examine numerous examples of different countries and how they were similar and how they differed due to differing historical contingencies in a handful of pages. These examples are generally not included in the review, unless they are particularly interesting, as it is long enough already.  Suffice to say, a lot of historical information and evidence Gat goes over summarily, this review ignores or glosses over.

The leads to the one problem with WAR: due to its vast scope, the discussion of history often seems unordered. In discussing concepts and ideas, Gat will have wide transitions terms of both geography and time, linking various polities to these concepts, and so the discussion will often jump backwards or forwards for particular societies or trends, often not keeping events and ideas within a linear flow of either time that most history writing uses. He will often drop ideas or concepts to discuss others, then naturally return to them chapters later, so even the ideas don’t flow linearly. This is likely inevitable with a book of this scope and density, but it is what it is. This review generally follows Gat’s ordering of concepts and events, so perhaps you may notice some of this jumping around here as well.

WAR is divided into 3 major sections. The first discusses war in pre-history, the second, war in pre-modern history, and the last, war in modernity. As the book divides the history of war along these rather natural lines, so too will this review be divided.

The Law of the Jungle

The first section on pre-modern war is the shortest, about 150 pages, to the roughly 250 pages for each of the other two sections, but it is, at least according to me, and I’m the one writing this review, also the most important. It starts by asking the question, “is war grounded, perhaps inescapably, in human nature?” He then goes on to answer the question over the course of this section with a resounding yes, thoroughly dismantling of the idea of the “noble savage” and the Rousseauian view of the state of nature, with studies of primitive hunter-gatherer societies throughout the world, showing they regularly engaged in violence and war, real deadly war, not ritualistic war, and more complex gatherers engaged in slavery. He establishes the evolutionary basis for war; war and aggression is both innate and optional, but a major option always near the surface and easily triggered, given the right conditions.

And the causes of these wars in hunter-gatherer societies are, what Gat terms, a web of desire, interlinking motivations of subsistence resources, sex, status, revenge, and the security dilemma.

He asserts that men are driven to reproduce their genes and act according to evolutionary calculus. War is a costly action, risking death and dismemberment, but was carried out when it was evolutionarily cost-effective, when it could attain sex and resources that enhance reproductive success. But if it was too costly, men would avoid it if there were less-costly options, such as moving elsewhere, to a less competitive area, which entailed its own risks, which may in turn be worse than fighting.

Along these evolutionary lines, hunter gatherers organized within clans, made up of close kin, and tribes, larger kin groups of related clans. The more closely related the king, the more cohesive the group and the more likely an individual was to commit violence or take risks for it. While intra-clan violence was not uncommon, inhibitions and proscriptions against violence where stronger the more closely related the kin group.

Resources and sex get their own chapter as the root evolutionary motivations. People needed food, shelter, water, and the like to live, but above all, food was the primary resource motivator. Prior to agriculture, food was very scarce; hunger and starvation was a real and ever-looming threat. Acquiring meat and the land meat was found on, was necessary to base survival, so access to meat was a very common motivator of war. And Gat specifically emphasizes meat, as its nutrient profile was the best food for survival. Game depletion was an ever-present threat, so competition over meat and land where meat was found, was intense. Veganism was a moral luxury hunter-gatherers did not have; even among animals, herbivores rarely fought over food access, because it was too low in nutrition value to be worth monopolizing.

Reproduction was the other motivator. Available women were rare and highly sought after in hunter-gatherer societies due to female infanticide (creating sex ratios averaging 127:100 in favour of boys) and polygyny. One of the advantages of acquiring more resources was it allowed men to take on more wives and have more children, achieving greater reproductive success. This lack of women was ameliorated by three main trends: violent death, war, and marriage age. Young men would fight to both acquire wives from the outgroup or to gain status to win wives from the ingroup. Fighting over women (and resources and status) would result in many young men’s deaths, which itself normalized the sex ratio. Finally, women were married young, at puberty, while most men were married in their late 20s.

Other motivations for war, such as honour, revenge, and security, grew from this and are all bundled in a single chapter. Gat goes to great lengths to stress that motivations were often mixed with no sole motivation driving violence by itself, that even though these motivations are secondary, they are no less real, and that even though secondary motivations may be ultimately evolutionarily based on the two primary motivations, the motivated often held the secondary motivation as valuable in itself.

Honour, status, esteem, respect, or however you would call it, was often fought over. At base honour allowed more reproductive access. Men in primitive societies would go to great lengths to preserve their honour through both direct and indirect competition; a reputation for success and success where mutually reinforcing. War, bravery, and hurting your enemies all contributed to honour.

Revenge were common motivation for war. In the anarchic state of nature, there was not greater authority to protect or distribute justice, so individuals and tribes had to do so on their own. If someone killed the ingroup, the tribe would kill them to both enact justice and deter future killings. However, this would provoke further retaliatory killings, leading to cycles of retaliation no party could back down from. It would continue until either one tribe was defeated or a truce was established, often through a third party and with compensation.

The security dilemma was another related cause of war and escalation. In the anarchic state of nature, everybody is fundamentally insecure. The other is a potential opponent and the other necessarily views you as a potential opponent. So, you must take measures to increase your security from the other, but any measures you take are increase the insecurity of the other, so they must in turn increase their security, which makes you more insecure, and so the cycle goes. Even “defensive” measures increase your capabilities, making the other more insecure. This creates an ever-escalating arms race, resulting in what is known as the Red Queen effect, where both sides are continually racing, but never gaining an advantage. This fear, this insecurity, becomes self-fulfilling, as you must strike the other when you have the advantage or the other will strike you when they have advantage. It is an inescapable prisoner’s dilemma, where the cost of cooperating when the other defects is extinction for you and your tribe.

Beyond these, Gat discusses a handful of other motivations for war, such as religion, sorcery, cannibalism, and sadism and enjoyment. However, he dismisses these as non-causal and marginal, which generally only coexist along with and subordinate to other motivations.

Finally, Gat goes into how primitive warfare was carried out, and it the answer is, it was basically guerilla warfare. Head-to-head battle did occur, sometimes when one side was greatly superior or two groups of raiders accidently met each other, but generally, head-to-head battles were pre-arranged and ritualistic, with chances for death and injury minimized, not to avoid killing, but to avoid injury to self. The open battle was a way to channel competition into a less lethal form of war. However, these battles were not particularly deadly and weren’t where the real killing happened. The real killing took place during the raid.

Just as the motivations follow an evolutionary calculus, so too does the implementation. Warriors, as much as possible, tried to reduce risk to themselves while maximizing the damage they could do to enemies, so the standard method of warfare was to kill the enemy while he was unaware or relatively helpless. Raids in the night, to kill the enemy when they couldn’t fight back were the most lethal and common form of warfare. Here the security dilemma rears its head; the most effective form of warfare was to raid and kill the unsuspecting other while they were sleeping, but that was also the other’s most effective form of warfare. The obvious solution was to strike first and kill the other unawares before the other could strike first kill you in your sleep. Anarchic insecurity pushed towards the genocidal first strike.

Gat concludes that there are two main factors which correlate with violent conflict: scarcity and channels of non-violent competition. The more deprived of a necessary good, the more likely men are to fight over it; scarcity is real and it generates violence. The existence of non-violent alternatives, such as the relatively non-violent ritualistic head-to-head battles, can steer the impulse to fight into less violent actions.

Iron, Cold Iron

The next large section deals with warfare during history and the transition from pre-history to history. It concentrates on how agriculture, pastoralism, and state formation impacted warfare.

Before he begins, he develops the concept of relative time. Given that his scope is global and over all history, different cultures developed at differing times. However, the paths of development towards increasing societal complexity had general, non-rigid, but similar stages of parallel evolution based on similar biocultural and environmental constraints. So, relative time compares societies at similar stages of complexity and development, even if occurring at different times in absolute time, which makes the generalities and patterns he points out unlinked from a specific time.

During the rise of agriculture, human societies developed into two general types of new tribal societies, what Gat calls Agraria, those who engage in stationary agriculture, and Pastoralia, those who in engage in mobile pastoralism, who existed alongside traditional hunter-gatherers. With the development of farming, a modulated relationship between farmers and hunter-gatherers developed. The farmers, having more food had denser populations and higher numbers, and so could not be moved by hunter-gatherers. However, having to stay with their crops, they could neither pursue nor eliminate the more mobile hunter-gatherers, leaving them perpetually vulnerable to raids, which mostly stole livestock and women, as crops were harder to obtain by force. This led to the development of defensive measures, such as walls and fortifications, at least in places, like the Middle East, where the local geography supported more intensive agriculture and denser populations.

Over time, as agriculture expanded, weight of numbers pushed the hunter-gatherers were pushed back, away from the most abundant lands. As hunter-gatherers were pushed to increasingly marginal land around the fringes of agricultural societies, they used this land for animal husbandry and developed into nomadic pastoralists. The Agraria/Pastoralia dichotomy developed. These pastoralists fought amongst themselves along tribal lines, generally through mobile raids to seize livestock and women.  The earlier stated dynamic of hunter-gatherers raiding farmers intensified, as pastoralists had the mobility of hunter gatherers, with greater population densities afforded by animal husbandry.

The domestication of horses and development of the wheel and chariot further intensified the agricultural-pastoralist dynamic, granting the pastoralists a major advantage in war, in most places. This led to expansion of Indo-European pastoralist from the steppes over much of Eurasia. However, among other exceptions, Gat points out the Egyptian development of the chariot gave advantage to the urban elite.

During this development, another transition was taking place. The surplus created by agriculture allowed for the development of actual wealth, something not possible for subsistence hunter-gatherers. The creation of wealth led to the stratification of society, leading to the development of chiefs and “big men” in most more complex tribal societies. Chiefs held an official position with some limited authority. On the other hand, the big man, had status from his wealth, charisma, and skill, gaining power by offering aid and protection in exchange for subordination. During this transition, while tribal warfare remained mainly focused on voluntary, kin-based raids, set battles became increasingly important and bloody as the development of wealth provided something worth risking life in open battle for.

Over time, the creation of wealth and increasing stratification, led to tribal societies developing away from kinship. Chiefs and big men began to develop private, armed retinues whose main occupation was war. As this process continued, power centralized and formalized under the chiefs, and society became more hierarchical and authoritarian. A class of professional warriors developed from the retinues, becoming societal elites; these retinues were instrumental in transforming tribes into states.

The new states concentrated, accumulated, and institutionalized power. Gifts to chiefs became formalized taxation and bureaucracies developed. Private retinues transformed into royal guards, who in turn subjected tribal militias under the power of the state and to military discipline. Tribes were merged into ethnos. Tribal leadership evolved into petty states under warrior-kings which in turn evolved into larger states with true kings. Centralized (petty) states with organized militaries expanded, conquering and integrating less organized polities around them. This expansion in turn forced neighbours to centralize, organize, and expand to defend themselves. As militaries became more professional, local militias generally waned in strength under oppression. Gat outlines this process for societies in northern Europe, Egypt, Japan, Mesopotamia, and elsewhere. Throughout the world, the evolution of tribal societies through petty states into larger states was remarkably similar.

In some areas, Gat point to Greece, Indus, and central America, evolved into city-states, a form of petty state. These city states always evolved in large clusters of city states, and developed as a defence mechanism against other city states. Despite being developed for defence, these city states often didn’t develop fortifications for significant periods; it was the size of the city state itself that protected them. Neither hunter-gatherers or early militias of other city states could sustain forces long enough to conquer these city states. However, over time as these city states developed, the accumulated wealth, allowing them the ability to sustain armies for periods of time long enough to conquer other city states. This necessitated the development of fortification for defence, so there was a co-evaluation of offensive capabilities and defensive structures.

In addition, city states generally took the opposite evolution of armed forces to larger states. Instead of increasingly centralized warrior class, city states usually evolved from aristocratic retinues to strong citizen militias. The concentrated demographic mass and ease of communication in large city states, made political organization effective, allowing citizens to push back against centralized aristocratic power and the development of popular citizen militias. Small territories and short distances to other city states allowed city states unprecedented mobilization. City states often became commercial, mercantile polities, bringing in wealth, allowing the creation of large fleets and the hiring of mercenaries.

However, over time these city states coalesced, as larger, richer city states swallowed nearby city states and created hegemonic alliance control over more distant city states. And as some started to centralize, neighbours needed to centralize to defend themselves creating an evolutionary arms race of consolidation. In the end, most city states ended up either being swallowed up their own into larger states or were conquered by larger, more unified states.

Gat also discusses the development of various governance methods in Eurasia. Gat puts the early development of Eurasia compared to the rest of the world, on Jared Diamond’s thesis from Guns, Germs, and Steel, that Eurasia’s early advantage flowed from the availability of large domesticated animals and cereal package package and the East-West axis of Eurasia. Gat puts much focus on the historical contingency that the horse only lived on the Eurasian steppe. The horse’s primary military advantage was mobility, and in worked best in flat terrain, larger theatres of operation, and less densely inhabited land. The differing formation of states in Eurasia often rested on how fit local geography was for equestrian warfare.

Feudalism can only where the horse exists, is given preference in war (the terrain is advantageous to it), and agrarian economies lack the taxation bureaucracy to sustain an equestrian war force without land grants. Feudalism allowed states to maintain equestrian forces they could not otherwise pay for. By giving the equestrian warrior class power over land, the generator of wealth, feudalism led to a system decentralized power resting in the warrior class. True feudalism only developed in China, Europe, and Japan, but many other Eurasian states had hybrid form of feudalism and centralized states, depending on how conducive local circumstances were to feudalism. As feudal states increased in power, centralized authority, and developed taxation bureaucracy, they began to curb the power of equestrian aristocracy. Often the central authority would align with the free populace against aristocratic authority.

The general tendency of Eurasian states was the development of large empires unifying previously distinct peoples into a single polity. The size of these empires allowed them to dominate and swallow smaller petty states, further increasing in size. And the larger the empires grew, the more ineffective local militias. Instead, these states developed varying forms of levies, conscription, and professional standing armies, with the latter being best value. Here Gat discusses and compares the various military system of large empires, including Rome, China, and Persia.

Over time these large empires waxed and waned, and they’re military systems changed with them. Driven centralizers who formed the empires died and were replaced with kings who preferred the luxuries of power over the responsibilities. Bureaucracies grew, resulting in ever-growing taxes. Centralization would strip the aristocratic elite of their local leadership role, so they would enter the bureaucracy, stripping the empire of its military core. Aristocratic and central authorities stripped the rural populace of liberties and reduced freeholders, alienating them and destroying the power of local militias. These processes tended to switch the primary purpose of the empires’ militaries from conquest to squashing rebellions, which came in two main types, rebellions by peasants, serfs, and slaves or succession and usurpation conflicts. If locked in a struggle with another empire, a dynamic equilibrium was often reached until one fell. If not, large empires were liable to fall prey to barbarians. Sometimes, empires would create barbarian marches to forestall this.

The large, flat plain of the Eurasian steppes gave birth to fully nomadic pastoralists with strong military advantages over sedentary polities. They were highly mobile, hunting and herding were life-long training for war, and the nomads could never be cornered into an unwelcome fight, because they had nothing stationary to protect and so could withdraw at will. Despite their relatively small numbers, these nomads dominated and extorted sedentary societies near them and were decisive in shaping Eurasia. However, unlike eastern empires, western Europe was never dominated by nomads due to its ragged landscape, lacking in pasturelands.

All this comes together to explain why Europe came to the forefront. The east, due to their wide-open plains and the centralizing nature of their intensive river valley agriculture, were vulnerable to being conquered and centralized. The rugged, mountainous of western and southern Europe and the dispersed nature of dry farming, prevented the large imperial consolidations found elsewhere. This political fragmentation and decentralized power reduced economic and political polarization. Smaller, more numerous states, allowed for increased mobilization and, outside of the feudalism era, this increased preponderance of infantry power increasing the popular bargaining power. This mobilization allowed led to a unique form of warfare, the western mass infantry close quarter shock battle, compared to the eastern mode of stand-off missile battles and the predomination of cavalry and chariots.

Violence was the primary means of the continual power and resource accumulation of the state which in turn allowed the continued strengthening of coercive structures. The development of the coercive structures for coercion both within and between states evolved in tandem. The stronger the state, the greater its ability to coerce and regulate its own society and to mobilize it. The growth of the state grew the size and complexity of war, transforming war. Warriors became soldiers, ritualistic stand-off battles and raids became long-term campaigns with heavy, high-causality face-to face fighting. Interestingly, the increase in size of war corresponded with a relative decrease in casualties; state violence was generally less lethal than anarchic pre-state violence.

Even with the transformation of war, the base motivations for war remained. While in the state of nature, the struggle for resources was a zero-sum competition over very scarce resource; fighting destroyed the competitors but generally left resources intact. However, with agriculture, the cost of fighting greatly increased; the resources and future resource production were regularly destroyed, but it also made predatory existence off the resources produced by others possible. War destroyed resources overall, but some benefitted at the expense of others. There were also spinoff benefits, both technological and in state capacity to secure peace and to coordinate.

The base motivation of sex remained as well. Success in warfare led to success in reproduction. Rape, harems, and the kidnapping of women were regular parts of warfare, with the winners of war taking and reproducing with the losers’ women. The greatest winners often had massive harems and many children, with Ghengis Khan being the ur-example. Gat notes that European monogamy was a product of the already mentioned European fragmentation; relative political and economic egalitarianism led to relative sexual egalitarianism.

The growth in societal the power of state, exponentially grew the power, honour, and resources that could be acquired by winners. Competition was fierce both externally and internally; external competition created both collective and individual gains, while internal competition allowed a greater slice of the pie. Gat has a section going over the atrociously high rates of violent death among monarchs.

While great benefits could be gained from war, the increasing costs led ethical and ideological opposition to war. Increased state capacity and resources allowed increased literacy, resulting in the growth of religions and ideologies. These both bounding states and peoples together, increasing capacities for war, and introduced ideological restraints and rejections of violence.

Finally, Gat concludes this section arguing that war is both serious and rational and senseless and absurd. Great gains are available for those successful in war, however, the Red Queen’s race and security dilemma often rationally states to large and wasteful expenditures of resources on security with no real benefits to any of the participants.

Lest We Forget, Lest We Forget

The final section examines modern war. The explosion of wealth and power of modernity and the lead up to it, freed modern powers from the threat of the barbarian marches and created a positive feedback loop between wealth and military strength. The wealth and power of the modern system was effective at replicating itself, everyone this system came in contact with was forced to adapt to it or be swallowed by it.

To being this section, Gat explores why Europe was where this system, based on the three revolutionary innovations of firearms, ocean navigation, and printing, took off, even though none of those developments originated in Europe. He first argues, that these technologies themselves did start the explosion of national states in Europe, the process of national unifications and centralization from feudalism and city states into large states, was underway before these technologies were introduced, but they appeared closely after they began and became inextricably tied up with this process. As when he explained why Eurasia developed pre-modern systems earlier, Gat argues that geographical contingencies are the reason. The three innovations took off in Europe, because the geography of Europe made pursuing these technologies more advantageous than in other regions.

The first innovation, the military revolution was tied to, but not caused by, the introduction of firearms. Firearms were more useful in western Europe, due to its fragmented, antagonistic political nature led to pitched battles and sieges, compared to the larger, more unitary eastern empires, where the major military threat was raid by steppe nomads, against whom infantry, and thus firearms, were ineffective as they did not have settlements and were too mobile to be pinned down. This, along with European metallurgy and mineral resources, caused Europeans to advance firearms technology beyond the east. While the introduction of firearms transformed warfare, even before this, the military revolution had begun.

As noted earlier, the centralization process made mass infantry, which was cheaper than cavalry, the main component of European warfare, moving away from the predominance of the aristocratic equestrian class. The predominance of infantry caused infantry to seek fortification, increasing the importance and number of fortifications. Cannons were then introduced to overcome fortifications. This created a red queen's race: increased fortification required increased reliance on infantry and increased use of cannon, which in turn required more and larger fortifications for defence, and so the cycle went and European warfare moved away from open battle to siege warfare. These fortifications were very expensive; it was the economic growth of the European states, allowing for the high expenditures on siege warfare, that allowed and drove this military revolution as states were caught in the siege warfare security dilemma.

Gunpowder was much more revolutionary in conjunction with the second innovation, ocean navigation, which allowed for a commercial revolution, a global trading system, which funded the military revolution. Why did the Europeans create the global trading system, instead of larger and richer eastern countries with more developed trade systems? Precisely because they were poorer. Asian countries did not need to develop to look outward and develop far-reaching sea travel, because they were already near the valuable markets. However, western Europeans were very distant and needed ocean navigation to reach the valuable Asian markets which had the goods they desired. Europeans, contiually expanded their naval power to expand and defend this international trade system.

The development of this global market fed the nascent manufacturing developing in Europe, growing it. This mercantilism, combined with increased agricultural productivity, the development of deficit financing, and increased ability to tax led to ability to finance the military revolution. Through most of history, power brought wealth, however, as the worldwide trading system, mercantlism, and capitalism developed, wealth increasing bought power. The military and naval race led to huge wastes of resources, but the tying of power to wealth forced European states to modernize and develop their economies to be able to keep up in the red queen’s race.

State's power of taxation was generally linked to how incorporated social groups were in the state, so, states which better incorporated their subjects, tended to have higher powers of taxation, which in turn allowed them greater military capacities. The printing press combined with the growth of the centralized state, national economies, and political participation to create early modern nationalism. (Gat emphasizes early modern nationalism, as he disagrees with the idea that nationalism is a uniquely modern phenomenon and that it existed prior in history; one of the major themes of one of his other books, Nations, which this reviewer has yet to read). The spread of nationalism and national identity, gave national states increased abilities to mobilize, tax, centralize, and grow, climaxing in massive military capabilities of Napoleonic France.

The success of the printing press in Europe, was, again, due to geographic and historical contingencies. European political fragmentation allowed the press to flourish, while the larger, more unified eastern states either banned or obstructed development of the printing press. In addition, east Asian writing systems hindered the practical value of printing presses.

These interlinked processes in Europe of economic growth, mercantilism, global trade, mobilization, and centralization, all fed into each other to propel Europe to the economic and military forefront, even before the industrial revolution.

However, the industrial revolution, which Gat emphasizes wasn’t just a revolution of industry, in the narrow sense, led to massive economic, infrastructural, and technological growth which still continues to this day. This exponential growth led to a corresponding exponential growth in military capabilities, even as relative military spending has drastically reduced. While relative miliary spending has declined, the proportion of military spending spent on hardware has drastically increased. Various technologies acorss a variety of realms, such as in communication, military, transportation, chemical engineering, etc., drastically increased military power and changed the way war was fought. Technological advancement allowed states to acquire decisive military advantages over their neighbours.

This technological explosion vastly increased real wealth for people, progressively moving resource acquisition from a zero-sum game, as it was through most of history and pre-history, where wealth could only be acquired at the expense of others, to one of mutual benefit. International trade also saw increased interdependencies between states. This led to a decline in occurrences war, with some liberals thinking it might end war altogether. However, great powers wars and the two world wars brought this idea lacking. The force of nationalism as a new identity system was a powerful motivating force for war.

Through most of history, imperialism had relatively straightforward material objectives, such as tribute, trade, and agricultural colonization. However, with wealth and power increasingly tied to industrial development and freedom of trade, the objectives of imperialism changed, particularly for Britain. Britain developed free-trade imperialism, an imperialism dedicated to keeping markets open and trade passing. This looked and succeeded differently across the British Empire. Contrary to anti-imperialist rhetoric, free-trade imperialism generally benefited both the empire and it subjects, at least economically, as it developed the industries of both.

However, in the early 20th century, free trade liberalism was in retreat, in Britain and around the world. Many old regimes were trying to industrialize without embracing liberalism. New regimes mobilized around nationalism, communism, and anti-liberalism. Imperial powers lost their empires, and national and ideological wars occurred, but in the end, liberal democracy triumphed over its ideological enemies. Gat concludes that the liberal democrats triumphed in the world wars, not because of any general structural advantage, but primarily because of contingent factors, the biggest of which was the United States was large and sided with the liberal democrats in the “old world”. The liberal democracies simply had more resources, with the US being the biggest bank.

Contrary to the predictions of 19th century liberals, Gat argues the evidence is against the hypothesis that liberal-democratic regimes are more peaceful, but more recently, it has been argued that, although, they are not more peaceful, liberal democracies rarely fight amongst themselves. Gat reviews the various arguments for and against the democratic peace theories and comes to his own synthesis. He finds that liberal democracies are [peaceful among themselves, but argues it is not liberal-democracy that makes countries more peaceful or even the increased costs of war, as the relative costs have decreased; rather the wealth of trade and industry derived from peace radically increased the benefits of peace, making war a generally less compelling alternative.

While the benefits of peace are the main reason for increased peace, Gat also reviews a number of other contributing factors, as he argues, rarely are explanations monocausal, but rather often multiple, sometimes related, factors converging. Increased wealth and comfort means men, particularly elites, are unwilling to endure the hardships war requires. Service economy workers adapt far less naturally to the rigors of military life than farmers and factory workers. The sexual revolution and other decadence increased the availability of sexual outlets and other opportunities sate the natural adventurousness of young men, which, combined with modern rules against military rape, reduced the appeal of the military as an outlet for male restlessness. Relatedly, young males gave been the most aggressive section of society, and proportion of society that is both young and male, has been declining as society has aged and the gender ratio has levelled. Gat entertains the possibility that with the decline in family size, parents with fewer children are less willing to risk their sons in war, but is skeptical. Similarly, Gat thinks women’s franchise may have influenced the decrease in war, but is skeptical. Another major reason is the nuclear bomb makes total war suicidal between major powers, creating a balance of terror preventing lower levels of warfare as well.

For those reasons, modern liberal democracies are generally averse to war and have created a state of true peace between themselves. But they still have to handle those countries who are not rich and peaceful. He argues, they have a general sequence of strategies in this case: first, isolationism, then if that fails appeasement. If appeasement fails to buy peace, they then try containment and cold war.

Gat then speculates on how stable this peaceful order is. Has it gained a large enough foothold in the world that relapse is unlikely, or, being built of the post-WW2 predominance of the US, will it decline if the US hegemony declines, if the US changes its political position, or perhaps if a global economic crisis occurs, especially with the rising of non-liberal powers? Gat raises the question, but does not answer it.

Gat discusses how modern, peaceful societies interact with traditional societies which have resisted this revolution. Traditionally, empire was maintained by violent repression, but liberal ideas at home have made violent repression abroad less palatable, and modern nations have a poor record at counter-insurgency, despite overwhelming military superiority. Perhaps ruthlessness is needed to win counter-insurgencies and modern nations lack the resolve for this brutality. However, he points to arguments that perhaps ruthless brutality is not needed but modern nation can win by soft power, high-tech warfare, and local alliances. WAR, which was finished in 2005, points to Afghanistan as success in counter-insurgency, bolstering this argument, but given the events of last year, it’s not looking good for this hypothesis.

He then discusses terrorism, a modern phenomenon arising in the 19th century and how WMDs, particularly nuclear weapons, greatly magnify the potential destruction of terrorist acts. There is no real defence against nuclear weapons and deterence is useless against terrorists, so Gat argues the only real defence is global coordinated crackdown on terrorism. He then discusses various proposed methods to prevent proliferation and terrorism and disagreements over them: including appeasement, developmental aid, violent foreign intervention, and increased proliferation to create more deterrence. These are fairly contemporary issues, so you, the ACX reader, are likely already somewhat familiar with them.

Gat then warns, and it's an important warning, that history at the time the book was written is as transient as at any other moment. There’s no reason to believe that the current state of affairs is permanent; there are many things that could disrupt it.

Finally, WAR’s concluding chapter by once again ponders the Riddle of War. There is nothing special about human violence and war, violence is ever-prevalent throughout nature, and humans are no exception. The only thing that makes war seem different, is that human coordination, particularly with the advent of the state, greatly increases the scale and scope of violence. War is simply a violent means to attain the same motivations that underlie all other human activity. War, as with all other human activity, originally derives from the original evolutionary calculus of survival and reproduction. Peace has increased in modern society because violent means of fulfilling human desires have become less promising than peaceful means. People have not become better or more altruistic, all that has happened is peaceful means of attainment are generally more effective than violent means for the first time in history.

The Gods of the Copybook Heading

With a book this large in both size and scope, there are numerous points one could harp on. However, this review is already long and the deadline looms, so it will focus on the two main themes that struck the reviewer: motivation and contingency.

What is most noticeable aspect of in WAR is the observation that war and violence is a rational act of people pursuing their interests and motivations, although, sometime the rational act can irrational outcomes, as in the prisoner’s dilemma. The same motivations driving the rational pursuit of war are found throughout pre-history, history, and into today: resources, sex, honour, and the security dilemma.

From reading WAR we can see that, while society has gotten more peaceful over time, it is not because we are more moral, more enlightened, more evolved, or in any way better people, it is because the triggers of aggression no longer press as hard as they once did because trade and industry during peace makes us exceedingly wealthy, which makes peace, generally, more rational than war. Thanks to modern technological and economic advances, we are free of many of the privations which drove earlier societies to war and, unlike through most of history, war, generally, reduces wealth rather than acquires it.

Likewise, one of the common themes throughout WAR is the importance of historical and geographic contingencies on man, the state, and war. A lot of the trends Gat examines happen not because of any superiority of the people, their beliefs, or their social structures, but rather the people try to best to succeed at filling their basic motivations within the geography and environment they find themselves in, and this environment shapes how the people, beliefs, and social structure evolve.

Men of old did not war just because they were not enlightened liberals, they warred because it was the way to acquire the resources they needed. All that separates us from societies where 25% of men died from violence are the institutions of state, religion, economy, infrastructure, and civic society ensuring the wealth continues to flow. Should these fragile structures collapse, war will return with terror and slaughter as the peace becomes less profitable than war.

We have escaped the terrible state of nature, not due to any intrinsic goodness in ourselves or our beliefs, but solely due to the structures we have built into our environment that satiate our motivations more efficiently than war. The same evolutionary motivations and same evolutionary calculations play out today as they did throughout humanity’s bloody history, but, we satiate them better through peaceful trade than through war.

To illustrate, this review will engage in presentism and briefly examine a current war: we can see these motivations play out today in Ukraine and Russia. The security dilemma rests at the heart of the conflict. The US spreads its influence to increase its security, wealth, and spread its ideology. Russia, fearful of losing its sovereignty to the much stronger US, secures itself by conquering or subordinating its neighbours. Ukraine (and Russia's other neighbours) fearful of losing sovereignty to Russia in turn, look to the US for protection. NovoRussians fearful of subordination to Ukrainians, look to Russia for protection and fight Ukraine; Ukrainians fearful of Russian influence, repress the NovoRussians. The extension of US protection through NATO, though ostensibly defensive, can only be perceived as offensive by Russia due the security dilemma. Everybody pursues their own motivations, seeking security, but never make themselves more secure.

Then, Russia, fearing further NATO expansion, as Ukraine, fearing Russian expansion, suggests NATO membership, engages in a first strike, as is rational in an anarchic system. And war begins, driven by the same motivations as that drove bushmen to raid each other. In response, the US and its allies involved themselves indirectly to maximize their gains, their gains being synonymous with Russian losses, while minimizing their own losses. Despite attempts to impute a moral dimension to the conflict, it is at base, just another example of rational actors unable to extricate themselves from the security dilemma and acting rationally within it.

Should you think, “I am better than that, I would never support attacking another country”, well, given that this blog’s readership is mostly American, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria gainsay that (which violence action(s) you supported likely depended on your own partisan motivations). “But the people were oppressed”. So were the NovoRussians. If you asked the Russians, they would point to American oppressions in Russia during the Rape of Russia. “But we’re more [insert synonym for good here] than the Russians.” Okay then.

Should you still think “I am, we are, better than that”. Well, presumably you believe you would never commit genocide. But ask yourself, if your children were starving and racist MAGAts (or liberal groomers, if you’re the red tribe ACX minority reader) were hogging the land where the meat your children needed to survive lived, would you not enact violence against the racists (or groomers) to feed your children. Surely your children’s survival is more important than allowing racists (or groomers) to get fat. We all, including yourself, know what you’d really choose when the hunger pangs hurt.

Then just remember the other, those MAGAts (or groomers), are under the same constraints; they need the meat, the land, to feed their children; if they let you have it, if they don’t hog it, then their children starve.

And this was the dilemma every people group prior to sometime before the modern era faced. The other, they’re most hated enemies, laid claim to the resources they needed to feed themselves and their children. You are not morally superior, there has been no enlightenment, no moral progress. The only thing that has changed is that you live in such luxury and security that you don’t even need to consider the security dilemma or that your children might starve.

From this, Chesterton’s Fence justifies itself. If the only thing keeping you from genociding the other, and vice versa, is that you are both fat off the luxury produced by the current working system, it behooves you, and the other, to maintain and not undermine that system and what it stands upon. For if it breaks down, you and the other will have no real choice but to war (because letting your children starve so the other’s children do not, is no real choice at all).

The Gods of the Copybook Heading are always near, ever-waiting to, with terror and slaughter, return.

Read WAR in Human Civilization.






When men behave badly by David Buss

Evolutionary psychologist David Buss begins one of his previous books, The Murderer Next Door (2006), by telling about the grim fate of Sheila Bellush, the ex-wife of Texas multimillionaire Allen Blackthorne.

"Blackthorne was, as news accounts said, a man who had everything. He’d made a fortune in the medical-equipment business; he was handsome, and he had married again after he and Sheila Bellush divorced—his fourth marriage—to a beautiful woman with whom he had two children. Sheila had also remarried, to Jamie Bellush, but she was haunted by an intense fear that Blackthorne might try to kill her. Their divorce had been nasty, and she had won custody of their two daughters in a horrible battle. For years he had continued to harass her, even after his remarriage. She even told her sister: “If anything ever happens to me, promise me that you will see that there’s an investigation. . . . And find Ann Rule and ask her to write my story.” So afraid did she become that one night she gathered up her family—her two daughters by Blackthorne, and quadruplets she had by her new husband—and fled from her home in San Antonio. They moved to Sarasota, Florida, and Sheila was so afraid that she didn’t even give her own sister her new address.

With all that distance between her and Allen Blackthorne, Sheila finally began to feel safe. It was a fatal mistake. Within months, she was murdered at her home in the middle of the day, and her quadruplet babies were found crying and covered with their mother’s blood. Sheila’s thirteen-year-old daughter discovered her mother dead in the kitchen, her face shot and her throat slit. When the daughter was asked by the police, “Do you know who might have done this?” she replied, “Yes, I know who did it, but he didn’t do it himself. He probably hired someone to do it.” “Who?” “My father did it. My father—Allen Blackthorne.”

Allen Blackthorne now makes his home in the state prison in Huntsville, Texas. He was convicted of hiring a young thug to drive the fourteen hundred miles from Austin to Sarasota to murder his ex-wife."

Did Allen Blackthorne act completely irrationally? Yes, and no, according to David Buss' reasoning. Yes, because he committed an awful crime, which bereaved his children of their mother and sent him to prison for life. No, because his actions followed a certain evolutionary logic.

David Buss described that logic in detail in The Murderer Next Door: Men who could retain their mates did better in the evolutionary game than those who could not. To threaten a wife with almost certain death if she leaves is a very unpleasant, but often effective way to keep her. If she chooses to leave anyway, then she will be of no use to her former partner. Rather than letting her mate with other men and produce children who will compete with his biological children, she will be better dead than alive for him. For those reasons, in an ancestral environment without a police force, it could actually be beneficial for a man to go through with his threats and kill his former mate, according to Buss' theory. Both because that made his threats more credible and because he reduced competition in the next generation. This especially applies to men who know they will not be able to replace the lost partner with a new, equally attractive partner. Modern men who murder their current or former partners tend to be both much older and less attractive than the women they murder, according to The Murderer Next Door.

In When Men Behave Badly (2021), David Buss develops this line of reasoning into a broader context. Men and women have, on average, a bit different mating goals. That sometimes leads to mating strategies that inflict costs on members of the opposite sex. Murder is the most extreme of those behavoirs, but rape, partner battering, stalking, sexual harassment, sexual deception and infidelity are much more common. While The Murderer Next Door presents a theory of the tragic outliers, When Men Behave Badly focus on more mundane forms of bad behavior that afflict most people at some stage of their lives. David Buss' explicit aim is to decrease these forms of cost-inflicting behavior:

"My hope is that this knowledge will benefit everyone who has suffered from sexual conflict and who cares about its victims, and that it will ultimately help us to reduce the occurrence of sexual conflict and heal the harms it creates."

Buss maintains that there are several male reproductive strategies. Some consist of what we would today call bad or even criminal behavior. Some are good and honest strategies, which, according to Buss, gives us something to build on. We have instincts for several different mating strategies and David Buss' message is: Let us be aware of them, so we can pick the good ones and avoid the bad ones.

Buss cautiously claims that his book is about average men and women and not about sexual minorities, because research is lacking.  Modern ideas like gender identity are absent from the book. When Men Behave Badly is a book about sexual majorities instead of sexual minorities.

A natural history of rape

The question too often arises: Why do women who claim to fear rape still behave so carelessly? Why can't they just avoid following a man home if they are not sure they want to have sex with him?  Why do they have to be intoxicated together with men they they don't want to have sex with? Why can't they just wear their burka when they go out?

David Buss has got the answer: Because it costs. Not spending time alone with men costs mating opportunities: When women compete for the same men, the desirable men will most often choose those who act like they aren't afraid of them. Women's attempts to avoid sexual violence costs women opportunities to mate, to work, to socialize. Buss brilliantly describes why individual women will need to take risks, and some of them will have bad luck and err on the wrong side.

But why are women often upset also by entirely non-violent sexual advances? Why do they complain about unwanted suggestions and sexual harassment, when they could just say no to offers they don't want to take? David Buss has the answer to this question too: Because it costs. Rebuffing a man's advances might anger him, provoking him to retaliate. In the worst case, he could become violent. He might take revenge in a way that hurts a woman's professional chances or social life. For that reason, women mostly try to be as polite as possible when they rebuff unwanted sexual advances. This has the downside that women are not as clear as possible when they say no. Some women will inevitably err on the side of politeness, get assaulted and be told it was their fault because they couldn't rebuff their aggressors clearly and firmly enough.

Buss' description of younger women's problems with sexual advances is really good. Better than all other texts I have read on the topic, including explicitly feminist ones, which is quite an achievement considering that David Buss is a middle-aged man himself. His description of women's sexual psychology is, however, not that good. It is so polite that it misses all the quirks that make psychology interesting.

David Buss is not alone in this. While male sexual psychology has been thoroughly studied and thought over, female sexual psychology largely remains in the dark. To a large degree out of exaggerated sensitivity: Frankness is a cousin to brutality. The result is, however, that the same anachronistic picture of how women ought to be is repeated over and over again, without any deeper thought. From its birth in the late 1970's, mainstream evolutionary psychology has maintained a picture of Woman as a free agent who evolved to make wise choices on a difficult market throughout history. A few writers, most notably Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, have pointed out that women probably didn't evolve under freedom, but that still seems to be a minority view.

David Buss clearly follows the mainstream narrative on human female evolution. Especially his chapter about how women evolved defenses against rape is based on the assumptions that


	Female choice was very important for ancestral humans. For that reason females must have developed defenses against men's attempts to force them.

	Raped women are often treated badly in the traditional societies we know of. In order to avoid that bad treatment, defenses against rape should have evolved among women.

	Women find rape very traumatic in current society.



David Buss cites a professor who liked to claim: "Men are one long breeding experiment run by women." But Buss doesn't cite any ethnographic study that supports this claim, like if it weren't the least controversial. That is strange. Everybody knows that in non-modern societies, and also in several current non-Western societies, women very often don't have much hope of choosing their mates themselves. Why assume that the parts of history we don't know about were totally opposite to the parts of history we know about?

Anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon studied the Yanomamö horticulturalists in the rainforest of Brazil and Venezuela for more than 30 years. Among the Yanomamö, girls were married off by approximately the age of 12. They were often severely abused by their husbands and had very little say about who they would marry. Many of them, 17 percent in the lowland areas, were forced to change husbands when they were abducted by men of another tribe. Not all of them were unhappy about that, because sometimes the new husbands were less abusive than the former. In his book Noble Savages, Chagnon wrote:

"Not much scientific attention has been given to the role that brutality and battering of women probably played in human behavioral evolution [...]. Even sociobiological theory, now frequently called evolutionary psychology, seems to have a very Eurocentric flavor to it—implying that women in the Paleolithic wanted or sought basically the same kinds of things that women today want: a handsome man with lots of material resources; a man who has no other wife; a man who won't philander and will put all his efforts into being faithful to the wife and invest heavily in her offspring; a man with good genes; a man who has prestige and commands power. Most of the data behind such beliefs were collected from female college students from middle- and upper-class homes, not from Stone Age women. This view that we can project such contemporary attitudes into the past is probably also somewhat Rousseauian because it assumes an equality of the sexes that likely did not exist in historical environments but is approximated to varying degrees on contemporary large college campuses. The Yanomamö women I interviewed seemed to want only to be free from beatings and severe punishment by their husbands, who sometimes only “suspected” them of the deeds for which they were being mistreated."

Chagnon more or less stated that for women who are beaten with clubs, stabbed with machetes and shot with arrows, not being beaten with clubs, stabbed with machetes and shot with arrows is such a high priority that they don't have very much to say about their other preferences. David Buss argues that since it would be really good for a woman to make the right mating decisions, women who insisted on their right to make their own decisions should have been favored by evolution. But that is only relevant if women were allowed to make mating decisions at all to any important degree.

Hardwired

David Buss claims that not being raped is important for women and always was and for that reason it is important to make men rape women less. Who would like to argue against that?

Well, I would. For two reasons:


	The assumption that women have developed great defenses against rape risks putting an unfair burden on women to defend themselves against rape. If nature gave women tough defense mechanisms, then if follows that we can ask women to use those defense mechanisms to avoid being raped. This is not a small problem: One of the most commonly reported reasons for rape victims to feel traumatized is that they blame themselves.

	If we assume post-rape-trauma is a natural and inevitable defense-mechanism against rape, then there is not much we can do to decrease post-rape-trauma except dramatically decreasing rape rates, which has shown to be stubbornly difficult. For example, a survey from 2015 says that as many as 20 per cent of all women experience rape or attempted rape. David Buss cites a figure that 16 percent of women are raped by a partner. It would, of course, be a great idea to reduce those numbers. But no one thinks they can be reduced to zero in the foreseeable future. In the beginning of the book, David Buss stated that his aims are both to "reduce the occurrence of sexual conflict and heal the harms it creates". Assuming that rape victims must feel very bad, no matter what, because nature made them so, is not a good starting point for harm reduction. If we investigate it thoroughly and find out that sadly, rape victims really must feel very bad for extended times, then we need to accept it and deal with it. But only then.



To be fair, David Buss does not imply in any way that rape victims should be blamed for not resisting. He explains that "tonic immobility" could be an adaptation for survival when resistance seems futile. However, that explanation only relieves victims who experienced tonic immobility from guilt. It thus places a burden on rape victims to assess whether it really was tonic immobility they experienced, or merely common indecision.

The quirks of being female

David Buss is right that women in general have a very negative perception of rape. But there is also more to the story that he doesn't mention.

Buss cites a study where participants got to hear an audiotape of a woman who told about four sexual experiences. One consensual and non-violent, one consensual and violent, one non-consensual and non-violent and one non-consensual and violent. While participants listened, their rate of physical sexual excitement was measured.

Most men were most sexually aroused by the non-violent and consensual episodes. Men who admitted to have committed rape, on the other hand, were equally excited by every episode. Buss concludes that there seems to be a subset of males who lack the normal aversion against sexual violence against women. However, the same researcher, Martin Lalumiere, later also compared men with women. Then the researchers found that women were almost equally sexually aroused on a physical level by stories about consensual and non-consensual sexual encounters. If we put the evidence together, women reacted much more like self-confessed male rapists than like ordinary men.

A number of studies from the 1970s onwards shows that it is extremely common for women to have erotic fantasies about being raped. In Everybody Lies: Big Data, New Data, and What the Internet Can Tell Us About Who We Really Are (2017), Seth-Stephen Davidowitz cites research from pornographic site PornHub about what kind of pornography people search for. Pornhub's research showed that female viewers are far more interested in violent pornography than male viewers. 25 percent of searches for straight pornography by female users explicitly asked for distress for the female part and 5 percent typed things like "rape" or "forced" in the search window, although the site doesn't allow such videos.

In summary, there seems to be something fishy with female rape defenses. Not that they don't exist. Women obviously take precautions, also costly precautions, to avoid sexual assault. But female rape defenses don't seem as straightforward as David Buss and mainstream evolutionary psychology would like to have it. It seems more like women have both developed defenses against sexual violence and mechanisms to deal with sexual violence when it happens anyway.

Who adapted, really?

Why would there be any advantage in accommodating non-consensual sex? The answer is: Because most sex in history was non-consensual compared to today's standards. The idea that every woman has the right to veto every sexual act at any time with every person in the world has only been wide-spread for a few decades.

Why would women develop mechanisms to accommodate non-consensual sex? The answer is simple: For most of history most sex offered to women was non-consensual compared to today's standards. A woman who wanted to procreate was more or less obliged to find ways to accept non-consensual sex. The option to just say no was not really an option at all.

When David Buss writes about the social costs of rape in history, he writes about the cost of rape by a non-husband. But if we think about it, the most common rapist throughout history must have been a legal husband. Being raped by a non-husband has probably, on average, been bad for women's reproductive interests. But how about being raped by a husband one didn't choose? Would it be wise, in an evolutionary sense, to withstand a husband's advances?

Imagine it yourself: You are 13 years old. You hope for a future with children and grandchildren (almost everyone  in your society does). It is your wedding night, in bed with a man you didn't choose yourself. He is not attractive the way you dreamt of. You don't like the way he smells. Now he obviously thinks that he is going to penetrate you, which, besides, hurts like hell. What do you do?


	Bite him! Kick him! Scratch him!

	Comply silently

	Fake some enthusiasm



If you take alternative A, you will be true to your feelings. But how about the children and grandchildren? If the man doesn't like you, he might become angry and violent. If he possesses the normal male aversion towards sexual violence, he might be put off by your resistance and go out and seek other women, which is likely to decrease his investment in you and your future children.

Anthropologist Marjorie Shostak wrote a book called Nisa - The life and works of a !Kung woman, where a middle-aged woman of the hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari desert tells her life story. The book contains a real-life, and very tragic example of marital rape. Nisa had a daughter, Nai. In accordance with !Kung custom, Nai was married off in her early teens, just before she had her first menstruation. A short time into the marriage, Nai resisted her husband's sexual advances. The husband became angry and threw Nai to the ground so she broke her neck. Nai died after a few days. Her family was awarded the paltry payment of five goats to compensate for the loss of their daughter. The !Kung are considered to be unusually gender-equal compared to other primitive peoples. Unlike among the Yanomamö mentioned above, it is not normal for a man to stab his wife with a machete. But they still marry girls of about 14 off to adult men they haven't chosen themselves.

Ideally, a woman who wants grandchildren should accommodate a husband's advances, which she can't escape anyway, while fiercely withstanding other men's rape attempts. But can nature really fine-tune emotional responses to distinguish between legal rape and illegal rape? Given the fact that husbands often were strangers on the wedding night, that seems like a very difficult trick for nature to achieve.

Husbands can come closer to a rape-monopoly over their wives if they jealously protect them against other men. They have every reason to do so. A husband has even more reason than his wife to make efforts to protect the wife against sexual predators. Think about it: A stone-age woman has been given in marriage to a man she didn't choose herself. A man who is also a first cousin (cross-cousin marriage is common among primitive peoples). The woman gets raped by a man who is not her husband and also not her cousin. Who wins and who loses from this, in an evolutionary sense?

The woman herself risks physical injury or sexually transmitted disease. That is on the minus side. She risks bearing the child of a man she didn't choose. She also risks losing investment from her husband if he gets to know about the rape, since his paternity certainty is weaker than before.

On the other hand, the woman didn't choose her husband either: nothing says that a husband imposed on her has better genes than a non-husband imposed on her. Getting raped even has a certain, if low, probability of being evolutionary beneficial for her: Her husband might have low-quality genes or genes that are too similar to hers. She actually might get a healthier child with a rapist than with her cousin-husband. David Buss states very clearly in the book that at least in current society, most rapists are not losers with low-quality genes, but rather successful men with Dark Triad personalities. Cynically speaking, a woman might benefit genetically from being raped by a man who passes his genes to a son who can also become a successful rapist in the future, siring many grandchildren.

For the woman's husband, on the other hand, there are no pluses if his wife gets raped. There are only minuses. He loses in paternity certainty and risks bringing up another man's child. He also risks being seen as weak by other men if the rape becomes known in the community and he fails to take revenge, which is a further threat against his security and his ownership of his wife or wives. The same is true for all his close relatives. For his parents and siblings and cousins (except the wife-cousin), there are only disadvantages if his wife gets raped.

This means that the husband and his relatives should be even more motivated to prevent the woman from being raped than the woman herself. In every known bigger civilization, a large part of what we call gender oppression consists of measures to force women to take stronger precautions to avoid extra-marital sex than the women themselves would like to. Acting in a way that pleases her husband is usually good for a wife's genes. But it is even better for the husband's genes. A huge apparatus of slut-shaming is needed in order to make women stay cloistered, veiled or constantly supervised. Although women mostly like to offer their husbands paternity certainty, they normally don't volunteer to restrict their living space as much as their husbands would like them to.

Women like to choose their sexual partners. There is no question about that. But in the parts of history we know about, free partner choice was not the default option for women, it was more of a bonus that sometimes occurred. For that reason we should assume that women evolved to assert their right to choose when they had any opportunity to choose, but also to make the best of a bad situation when they didn't have the opportunity to choose.

If that is the case, women have not evolved to make good decisions; they have evolved to make the least bad decisions under difficult circumstances. Thus, modern women are prone to “make the best of a bad situation”-responses whenever they feel danger or outside pressure. If women evolved towards clearly stating their own wishes only in non-threatening situations, decisions whether to have sex or not need to be made in non-stressful situations in order to be truly consensual.

What to do

Even if David Buss has another view of female evolutionary history, I think he wouldn't disagree with this conclusion. His message throughout the book is: Let's be aware of our instincts so we can be nicer to each other.

Buss not only asks this from men, but also from women: He suggests that women should question their preference for high status men. In an ancestral environment when a harsh winter could mean death, it was fully logical to desire a man who controlled more resources than others. But in current society, marrying up risks putting women in unfavorable situations:

"One answer lies with the malleability of women’s mate preferences. Women prioritize many qualities in mating besides status and resources—kindness, intelligence, reliability, emotional stability, good health, sense of humor, and adaptability. Can women elevate these preferences to supersede those of a man’s resource-holding potential? Can women override their sexual attraction to powerful men, thereby severing the causal link to men’s power-seeking drives? These are open questions, but I know of one woman who consciously changed her mate preferences after suffering from two abusive relationships with high-status men who felt entitled to cheat on her. She is now happily coupled with a lower-status man who treats her like a queen. It is a source of power to recognize that women hold the reins in this evolutionary equation, and their mate selections, in principle, have the power to undermine male control and create greater equality between the sexes."

With the knowledge from The Murderer Next Door fresh in mind, the first thing that comes to my mind is: Don't women who marry down risk their lives and health, because their unattractive partners will never let them go? David Buss doesn't explicitly answer that question himself, but his general advice is: Watch out for the Dark Triad: Narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy.

In summary, David Buss's essential points are:


	All men do not want to pursue overly selfish mating strategies. Most men profoundly dislike the thought of rape and sexual deception. The men who behave badly tend to be a subgroup high in certain psychological traits.

	In order to defeat that subgroup, their motives and methods need to be understood. Other men and women need to adapt their behavior in order to take away ground from people acting in a narcissistic way.



With When Men Behave Badly, David Buss has suggested a way forward in a question that is often overtly (and overly) politicized. When it comes to the details, especially concerning female desire, more research is needed. But the concept that we need to understand ourselves in order to make the world a better place, is certainly a way forward.






Whiteshift: Populism, Immigration, and the Future of White Majorities

Imagine going back to 2016, to tell every thinkpiece writer to take it easy, because the definitive Answer to why Trump/Brexit/[populist-right] had won was answered.

This is basically Whiteshift.

Whiteshift is several books in one: a data-driven explanation for the rise of right-wing populism in the United States and Europe; a long-term prediction about their demographic and cultural future; and an intellectual history of “left-modernism,” Kaufmann's term for Western elite aesthetics and ideology.

Kaufmann's model is that anti-immigration sentiment grows in proportion to the quantity and cultural divide, as well as the rate of influx of immigrants. This sentiment is initially locally rooted, but as it builds, and national media and politicians begin noticing its concerns, it gets amplified into a national movement. Though I’m wary of binning a continuum into categories, he makes a convincing case that separating out opponents to immigration into conservative and authoritarian subgroups makes sense, since the former will moderate as immigration flows subside and they are acclimated to the “new normal.” If discourse norms and elite consensus prohibit political elites from channeling the overall anti-immigrant sentiment, new political entrepreneurs will rush to fill this niche over time.

The three themes of the book interact. First, right-wing populism gains in strength because of the concerns of ethnic majorities but is blocked from expression due to media and institutional norms (derived from left-modernism) against discussion of national identity or race. Then, as sentiment grows and media monopolies erode, political entrepreneurs eventually arise to serve that unmet demand. Finally, extrapolating from intermarriage rates and historical examples, non-white immigrants will mostly assimilate into a multiethnic “whiteness.”

My main critique of the book is that these three arguments are jumbled together at times, and the book might have benefitted by more clearly separating those three arguments, or simply leaning into a more chronological style. For that reason, my review may be somewhat jumbled in turn.

Establishing His Definitions

Since he thinks left-modernism is an important part of the story and dominant in “Western Europe and the US”, the book mostly ignores Hungary, Russia, and other Eastern European countries. Those countries tend to have lower inward migrant flows[1] and a weaker elite culture of left-modernism, which Kaufmann attributes to the Iron Curtain serving as a cultural barrier of sorts. East Asian countries have similarly low rates of immigration, as they emphasize guest worker programmes and burdensome citizenship requirements, with Japan and South Korea having a foreign-born share of 1.5% and 3.4%, respectively, compared to 1-20% in the West. Kaufmann predicts that the ethnic homogeneity of these countries largely rules out right-wing populism. Some could argue with how he draws his definitions: Japan elected Shinzo Abe, who was praised effusively by Steve Bannon and South Korea elected Yoon Suk-yeol, who wants to abolish the ministry of gender equality. Those certainly seem right-wing populist to me, but Kaufmann largely ignores them.

Ethnicity Versus Nationhood

Kaufmann’s academic specialty is “political demography,” so it's fitting that he begins with a lucid explanation of ethnicity and its social construction:


Many people desire roots, value tradition and wish to maintain continuity with ancestry who have occupied a historic territory...most people will airbrush thor polyglot lineage...we see this process of selective forgetting and remembering time and time again among ethnic groups in history.



Ethnic groups, apart from claiming a real or imagined kinship with each other, distinguish themselves through “cultural markers: language, racial appearance or religion.” But nations are geographically bound political communities, which can have ambiguous relationships to one or more ethnicities. In countries with very dominant ethnic majorities, “their sense of ethnicity and nationhood is blurred...[it] doesn’t confer much distinctiveness”. He thinks that norms against expressing white identity in the US and Western Europe, which gained strength in the middle of the 20th century, suppressed the ethnic consciousness of the white majority. A clever way of foregrounding this is a “reversal test” he proposes to a hypothetical British reader:


As a thought experiment, imagine how your British identity might change if the country had been founded and inhabited by black people until the first major wave of whites arrived 65 years ago.



Per Kaufmann, ethnic minorities are generally more conscious of “where their ethno symbols end and nationals ones begin”, and so previously national symbols, who have less ethnic overtones in a more homogenous society, take on a white connotation. Civic nationalism would seem like the logical solution to this problem, because it elides the tricky knot of ethnicity and unifies through professed political beliefs, but Kaufmann doesn’t think this is politically tractable:


Limiting nationhood to ‘British values...American creed...French Republican tradition doesn’t address the anxieties of conservative voters...’



The middle road, between  explicit ethnonationalism and civic nationalism, is ethno-traditional nationhood, “which values the ethnic majority as an important component of the nation alongside other groups” – a bit like the impulse to preserve historic buildings, applied to a particular demographic and cultural balance. This is Kaufmann’s desired solution, as it neutralizes right-wing populism by hopefully allaying some of their voters’ concerns.

Explaining Right-wing Populism

Kaufmann's explanation for right-wing populism basically centers race and culture, rather than economics. In other words, Trump and other right-wing populists win elections because their voters dislike the racial and cultural change that large-scale immigration causes.

The fundamental driver of right-wing populism is large-scale between-country migration. Specific episodes of migration have causes like war or environmental catastrophe. Better transportation technology, large gradients of economic opportunity between countries, and “the unevenness of the demographic transition between groups... ”are the underlying enablers. A rapidly aging Europe, with a Total Fertility Rate (or how many children can be expected of parents) below replacement since the 1950’s, has a shrinking workforce, as well as high wages and a strong safety net that attract immigrant labor. While global fertility rates are rapidly converging “the population growth gradient between the global North and South will remain steep into the 2050’s. ” Thus, the fundamental driver of right-wing populism does not seem close to exhaustion, and projections show substantial ethnic change is baked in:


“In America, half of babies are Latino, Asian, or Black, and the nation as a whole is slated to become ‘majority minority’ in the 2040’s...England is projected to be 73% white in 2050, precisely where the US was in the year 2000...America half a century ahead...on the racial transformation curve.”



Kaufmann also experimentally primed Conservative Americans with short passages on immigration and found evidence that the topic has not reached salience saturation:


The fact that reading a short immigration passage can significantly boost the ranking of immigration as a concern among anti-immigration Whites suggests it has not reached the same saturation point in the American conservative consciousness [relative to Europe]...immigration has room to become even more important.



A lack of other highly salient issues also clears the way for political conflicts over immigration: “the decline of inter-state warfare since 1945, of organized religion since the 1960’s and of communism since 1989 is opening more space for ethnic politics to emerge”. This is similar to what David Shor says, that as people get wealthier, non-materialist concerns dominate economic issues. Kaufmann does an excellent job puncturing the myth that populist Conservative voters are especially motivated by inequality or anti-elite sentiment in general. Per exit polling and survey data, it is liberal elites that are a target of populist rage, not right-wing elites or elites per se.

This is in contrast to the "Economic Anxiety" hypothesis that was in vogue shortly after Trump's election, which posited that lower-class whites who felt economically left behind were voting for Trump out of support for his anti free trade rhetoric. Kaufmann has empirical support for this alternative vision: for instance, less educated but economically well-off Whites vote for Trump at much higher rates than well-educated but poor Whites; higher rates of immigration into specific areas precede populist-support in those specific areas; and Trump primary voters generally placed immigration as one of their highest concerns, over the economy.

Kaufmann brings a cross-national perspective to the populist question and demonstrates how practically every country in Europe that has experienced large-scale immigration in the last few decades has seen a rise in the populist-right. As the populist-right gains in power, mainstream parties initially shut it out, then co-opt its policy demands or include it in coalitions. In different countries with different norms and institutions this process occured at different rates and different degrees, but the overall pattern is remarkably similar. I summarize only his history of US anti-immigration politics in detail below, but he provides similarly granular narratives about the UK and Continental Europe.

Apart from a national political response (“fight”), white majorities have characteristic individual-level responses. A large chunk in both the US and Europe choose white flight (“flee”), and self-segregate into more homogenous exurban and rural areas, away from the cities that immigrants tend to first arrive in. Others remain in more diverse urban areas, and intermarriage rates (“join”) are rising.

How We Got Trump-ed

In the US, restrictionist attitudes towards immigration were successfully kept from national party platforms after the 1960’s for longer than most of Europe, even as fringe candidates like Pat Buchanan managed to break briefly into the mainstream. The elite consensus against hardline immigration restriction held mostly firm until Trump. In contrast to Europe's parliamentary system, where third parties can and do gain power, the US's two-party system meant that until Trump successfully transformed the GOP into a restrictionist party, the populist right was mostly shut out of national politics.

This national-level elite consensus was challenged on the local level as far back as 1978, beginning with the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR). Its founder, John Tanton, consciously tried to position FAIR as a centrist organization that kept out racists[2]. He reached out to “anti-sprawl environmentalists, unions...and African-Americans”, but while unions had historically been anti-immigrant, he did not succeed in pulling away liberal groups. Tanton then tried a more cultural tack, and spearheaded the US English-only movement that succeeded in getting 32 state-level popular initiatives passed that made English the official language.

Tanton’s efforts to make English the official language were very popular, even though elites in both parties rejected it:


Proposition 63, California's Official English vote...passed 73-27 in 1986...67% of California blacks and 58% of Asian voters backed the measures...three years on, in 1989, support among Hispanics had risen to 63%....[But] both...George H. W. Bush and his Democratic adversary, Michael Dukakis, opposed the English Only position.



The conservative intellectuals in the US that were ascendant in the 1970’s and 1980’s reached their apotheosis under Reagan. They were the neoconservatives, many of them former left-wing intellectuals that wrote for Commentary, and were reacting against the “excesses of the 1960’s campus revolts”. This conservatism had a “missionary nationalism” to it, as Kaufmann describes the multiethnic outreach they offered. In contrast, immigration-skeptical conservatives were called paleoconservatives, and included figures like Lawrence Auster, who wrote The Path to National Suicide and Peter Brimelow, who wrote Alien Nation. These writers were friendly to white nationalists on their right, like Jared Taylor of American Renaissance. Pat Buchanan, who ran for president in 1992 and 1996,, combined immigration opposition with religious conservatism and some anti-globalization economic messages for respectable electoral showings in this time.

Town, city, and eventually state-level GOP activists were much more hardline on immigration than national-level officials, and in the 80’s and 90’s passed a variety of referendums and laws that were aimed at symbolically or actually restricting immigration, even as high-level bipartisan elites spoke out against these initiatives. The success of these initiatives, and Pete Wilson’s unexpected governorship win in California, did succeed in raising immigration’s salience, and Bill Clinton signed the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsiblity Act into law in 1996. Per Kaufmann, “though border enforcement was beefed up, employer sanctions were never properly enforced...inflows remained at record levels.”

The late 90’s and early 2000’s saw a reduction in the national salience of immigration, perhaps as a result of Clinton’s IIRIRA. However, on the local level, “latinos increasingly left their initial settlement areas…[and] dispersed more widely.” Per Kaufmann’s model, in which “local opposition to immigration...tends to increase in places which experience rapid ethnic change... especially...[for]towns which have not had historically large immigrant populations”, this led to many local-level anti-immigration initiatives beginning in 2006, such as Arizona’s “Show Me Your Papers” SB 1070. Blue cities did the opposite, which is difficult to explain with a simple model of immigrant proximity causing right-wing backlash, unless ideology is invoked as well.

The local anti-immigration laws often ran into legal trouble, but by “2015, only a handful of states...had failed to pass a measure on immigration enforcement.” Multiple attempts at a grand bargain on immigration were defeated from 2005 to 2014, perhaps contributing to its growing national salience as well. George W. Bush tried to pass immigration reform in 2007, but failed, and Barack Obama failed in 2010 (and 2013) as well. From this longitudinal perspective, Trump is merely the first successful national-level politician of a long-standing popular sentiment. New York Magazine offered a concise summary of how Trump successfully did the opposite of what the institutional GOP assumed it had to do to win after the 2012 election.

Norms and their Consequences

Kaufmann claims that norms against directly criticizing foreign immigration per se will transmute this sentiment into more polite fictions: "it's about excessive public service use or high crime or lack of manufacturing jobs." These dog whistles, however, give way to fuller expression of anti-immigrant sentiment in media and policy as conservatives win elections and gradually widen the Overton Window. Countries with more competitive media environments and looser discourse norms, like the UK, will have this more open debate sooner. Scandals that damage political incumbents or immigrants’ reputations will accelerate those trends, but are not themselves the primary driver.

The euphemisms for anti-immigrant sentiment allow it to be discussed in “politically correct” contexts, but also have off-target effects. Kaufmann reads Brexit as an incidental casualty of anti-immigration sentiment, where dislike of immigrants is transmuted into anti-EU sentiment by cunning politicians. Instead of a straightforward discussion about levels of legal immigration being too high, norms favor discussion of empirically dubious claims about immigrants– that they consume too many public services or commit crimes at exceptionally high rates– which are only sometimes true. Just as political correctness bars criticism of some minority groups, right wing populism eventually develops a political correctness norm of its own, usually centered around the white working class. In many countries, right-wing populists like openly gay Pim Fortuyn (a Dutch politician), also appeal to arguments around security (from Islamic terrorism) and freedom (from Islamic fundamentalism), to widen their electoral appeal and to cloak demographic concerns with more reputable motivations.

Especially in the US, an important development was the increasing ideological diversity of media:


Elite cues are important in shaping public opinion....an according them importance...one of the liberalizing forces in American life after 1960 had been the expanding New York and HOllywood-based TV media....by the 1990’s, cable television began to chip away at the primary of ABC, NBC, and CBS...market segmentation...fragmented the media landscape. In addition, in 1987, the FCC stopped enforcing the ‘fairness doctrine’...so began the erosion of one of the institutional cornerstones of the country’s post-1960’s attitude liberalization.



There is some empirical econ work supporting this idea and Shor summarizes it here.

The kinds of people who are first willing to embrace politically popular but unfashionable-among-elite positions are not a random selection of the average political elite, which affects how populist right political preferences are eventually translated into policy. My own thinking on this is that in countries with strong protections for civil servants and a tradition of apolitical bureaucrats, populist-right politicians will struggle to enact policy if elected. Politicians from especially inexperienced parties, lacking an “administration in waiting”, may have trouble governing, at least initially. Finding examples of these in recent times is left as an exercise to the reader...

Early American xenophobia

The fusion of survey data with a historical perspective is another strength of this book. With it, he places the current GOP as merely the latest manifestation of nativist American sentiment, the 21st century Know-Nothing party, which was America's most successful third-party ever. Early American xenophobia arose as a reaction to high levels of non-WASP immigration (from Catholics and Jews) into the US in the mid-1800’s through early 1920’s, combined with “waning of the optimistic belief that...Protestants could assimilate Catholic immigrants”. The ethnic divisions that this influx of people created was eventually resolved through a decline in immigration and, importantly, intermarriage across White ethnic lines.

The Know-Nothing case also neatly illustrates how events can (temporarily) supplant this political fight. The Know-Nothing movement effectively dissolved amidst the Civil War and resulting post-war politics, though anti-immigrant sentiment did eventually result in the Immigration Act of 1917. Similarly, the post 9/11 GOP turn in politics probably weakened national-level anti-immigration politicians for about a decade, as security and foreign policy rose in salience. Kaufmann thinks COVID had a similar effect, as it reduced the salience of immigration and made other concerns more salient.

As unifying forces like organized religion decline, ethnicity endures and rises in relative importance, so the conflict can also be analogized as “a battle between the ‘tribal’ populist right and the ‘religious’ anti-racist left”. As American religion declined in the 2000’s, even Southern states saw an electoral backlash to the Religious Right, the Religious Right receded in power, and the populist Right surged to fill the gap.

Who is an “American”?

In contrast to the late-20th century notion of America as a land of immigrants, 18th century American elites, exemplified by the Founding Fathers, had more particularistic notions:


Many of the Founders believed they were the actual descendants of the Anglo-Saxons...[the] myth of Anglo-Saxon origins became the dominant interpretation of American in the 19th century, ...in 1889...in his sprawling history of American entitled “the Winning of the West”...Theodore Roosevelt drew a direct line between the Anglo-Saxon conquest of Britain...and the American Revolution



Like many countries, American political identity was “constructed around....an ethnic core”  which consisted of “W-AS-P...white appearance, unaccented English, British, or Dutch surnames, and Protestant religion” though it always had a strong assimilationist tendency. Catholicism represented a counter-entropic force, since adherents took many generations to shed their religion and become Protestant, and was thus feared. When Catholic immigration from Ireland and Germany began in earnest in the 1840’s, anti-Catholicism surged, and coalesced in the Know-Nothing Party.

Of course, America’s history as a refuge for religious zealots (like the Puritans) meant that pro-immigration advocates always had a strong symbolic history to draw on, as Jefferson did in 1817, saying “a sanctuary for those whom the misrule of Europe may compel to seek happiness...will be received as brothers” and many pro-immigration advocates do today.

The late 19th century, while not renowned for enlightened values on race, did have flexible view of ethnicity that Kaufmann thinks we should perhaps emulate: “the concept of ethnicity was relatively malleable....Anglo-American thinkers believed that the Anglo-Saxon tended to overwhelm other strains and would thereby prevail in the assimilation process.” Apart from these quasi-racialistic notions of dominant strains, a tried-and-true method of assimilation for immigrants was rallying against further immigration, as the Irish did in the 1880’s against Chinese immigrants.

The “browning” of America

After he's done explaining the most electorally significant events in the West of the last 30 years, he jumps to another important subject: its demographic future. While may progressives fervently anticipate a highly diverse “Minority-Majority” future, Kaufmann argues that realistic assumptions about interracial marriage and ethnic identification yield a different future– where multi-racial Americans and Europeans become the largest ethnic group in their countries and yet assimilate into a more inclusive notion of Whiteness. Kaufmann, who is 1/4 Latino, 1/4 Chinese, and 1/2 white, himself illustrates this trend.

Kaufmann has as his model the assimilation of white ethnics and Jews into the American WASP elite that took place in the 20th century: while the ideal of the WASP lives on in the iconic preppy image of a Harvard or Andover student, there was substantial intermarriage between Catholic, Jewish, WASP, and other European Americans in the 20th century, which produced the Generic White American of today. The prototypical example of this assimilation is Barry Goldwater-- half-Jewish and half WASP, he almost won the Presidency in 1964. A striking illustration of the decline of WASP power is the Supreme Court. Once entirely WASP, it is now mostly comprised of Catholic and Jewish Americans– as of 2021, it has 6 Catholic Justices!

This is "Whiteshift" –the gradual widening of "white" to include many multiracial Americans and Europeans, which is anathema to both racialist conservatives (who value "racial purity") and left modernists, who decry the melting-pot style assimilation of minorities. This intermixing might be expected to produce existential anxiety among some temperamentally conservative Whites, but in Kaufmann's view, since cultural continuity, as opposed to racial continuity, is what they really value, it likely won't:


I contend that today’s white majorities are likely to successfully absorb minority populations while their core myths and boundary symbols endure.



This multiracial ethnicity will look different than contemporary Whites, but will likely harken back to American history and culture and construct its identity from it. Kaufmann sees the beginnings of this phenomena in the surprisingly high rates of minorities who are nostalgic about American conservative values. Minority Trump supporters, for instance, are nearly as in favor of retaining Confederate statues as White Trump supporters, and even when they're not Christian themselves, will answer favorably to surveys asking their opinion on retaining a kind of public Christianity. The surprising levels of support across minority groups for making English the official language, detailed above, are another example, and Trump’s relatively strong 2020 showing among minority groups is another.

He also draws analogies with historic episodes of assimilation in other countries, such as Turkey, where a unifying national identity of Central Asian origin encompasses groups descended from Byzantine Christians and later waves of immigration. Some exceptions to this trend will likely persist in “fundamentalist religious sects I call ‘time capsules’ of whiteness”, which, to varying degrees, have resisted secularization so far.

Apart from its effects on discourse norms, left-modernism has pushed American institutions away from a "melting pot" model of assimilation towards multiculturalism. He provides evidence that reassuring immigration-skeptical voters that immigrants will assimilate into traditional national values lowers anti-immigrant sentiment and so this left modernist policy is self-defeating. Given those findings, his suggested solution to rising populist right support is the following: reducing immigration flows, pushing for assimilation over multiculturalism, and facilitating the development of a self-confident, racially inclusive, and culturally rooted national identity. This will reduce the anxiety felt by temperamentally conservative voters, who will view the future generations of multi-racial Americans/Europeans as inheritors of their cultural legacy.

This part of the book is, in my opinion, the shakiest. The “assimilation into WASP[3] that Kaufmann uses as his model has several key differences: It occured in a more self-confident America that pushed for integration. It also had exogenous shocks that involved hard coercion to force assimilation– like the German-American identity being all but erased during WWI and the threat of an external ideological enemy in the Cold War. And– not to put too fine a point on it– there was no counter-assimilationist ideology of multiculturalism with substantial elite cachet[4] in the 20th century. Religion has declined substantially in the US, bringing it closer to convergence with already-secular Europe, and since religion can cut across ethnicities, we might expect increased persistence of ethnicity.

On the other hand, there are some signs that integration may happen even easier in today’s America– English has become the world’s default second language, reducing language barriers; American pop culture has wormed its way practically everywhere, ensuring some cultural familiarity in far-flung places; and in a hard-to-express way, the differences between American culture and everywhere else seem to be decreasing[5]. Intermarriage is a costly signal of intergroup amicability and it seems to be on the rise as well.

These factors make me substantially more uncertain than Kaufmann seems to be about what America’s self identity will look like 50 or 100 years hence.

His demographic projections on Europe, the US, and Canada’s white and non-white populations do match what I’ve read from other sources, like Empty Planet, so I think he’s correct on the ethnic composition, but I’m not sure about his cultural/identity predictions.

Left-Modernism and the origins of wokeness

Interspersed with demographic modeling and a history of populist-right parties is an excellent intellectual history of left-modernism. With a nod to Daniel Bell, he traces its origins to the "lyrical left" of the late 19th century, when criticism of one's own country became intellectually fashionable. This combined with an aesthetic preference for the exotic, and a counterculture that preferred cosmopolitanism over localism was borne among Western intellectuals. In the 60’s, through mass television and expanded university education, this counterculture became elite culture, with some important effects on discourse and politics:


But what happens when the critics become dominant? In softer form, left-modernist ideology penetrated widely within the high culture and political institutions of Western society after the 1960s. This produced norms which prevented democratic discussion of questions of national identity and immigration. (Location 78) The deviantization of these issues in the name of anti-racism introduced a blockage in the democratic process, preventing the normal adjustment of political supply to political demand. (Location 80)Instead of reasonable tradeoffs between those who, for example, wanted higher or lower levels of immigration, the subject was forced underground, building up pressure from those whose grievances were ignored by the main parties. This created a market opportunity which populist right entrepreneurs rushed in to fill. (Location 81)



Apart from its direct effects on politics, Kaufmann thinks left-modernism has a lot to do with “wokeness.” While Richard Hanania and others locate it more directly in the Civil Rights bureaucracy, Kaufmann focuses on its pedigree. In his view, wokeness is a descendant of left-modernism, with campus protests in the mid 1960’s, early 1990’s, and late 2010’s-present representing “upsurges of left-modernist fundamentalism”.

The earliest antecedents of left-modernism started sometime in the late 1800’s. One important group is the “Liberal Progressives'', who were individualists, Progressive (in their belief society could be reformed), and ecumenical. William James, who wrote and spoke publicly for Pluralism, as well as Felix Adler, who started the Ethical Culture movement that later became secular humanism, were important early figures. This movement was initially in favor of a kind of gentle assimilation, in which WASP culture would lead the way but gradually “universalize itself out of existence”. At the same time, others like Jane Addams introduced the idea that immigrants ought to maintain their culture, and her Hull House encouraged multiculturalism.

Mainline Protestant theologians, who had been anti-immigration for anti-Catholic reasons, were influenced by these ideals, and by 1919, the Federal Council of Churches and Protestant clergy in general were publicly opposed to nativist groups like the KKK, and by 1924, opposed to immigration restriction. In an eerie parallel to the schism in Evangelical churches over Trump, these church leaders turned out to be too far ahead of their parishioners' opinions, and conservative churches left to form an evangelical association. This pattern of elite-led institutions being out of sync with their base on immigration-adjacent issues would recur many times.

A dose of romanticism and bohemianism was added to the previously more staid left-modernism by Randolph Bourne and the Young Intellectuals of Greenwich Village:


Bourne...combines rebellion against his own culture and Liberal Progressive cosmopolitanism with an endorsement– for minorities only– of Kallen’s ethnic conservatism. In other words, ethnic minorities should preserve themselves while the majority should dissolve itself.



This attitude was carried forward by the Beat Generation, who found jazz or Mexican culture more “lively” than Middle America, and the 1960’s saw this attitude spread further.

While 1924 America had passed draconian immigration quotas based on the 1890’s census, and was in the grips of eugenicist ideals, Kaufmann thinks that under the surface, “pluralism was making inroads...WWII helped binds Protestants, Catholic and Jews together”, a development aided along by Progressive educators who pushed a pro-immigration and pluralist textbook[6] in the school system, starting in the 1930’s. Popular wartime novels, such as Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead had characters of multiple faiths fighting together, reflecting growing pluralism.

During the Cold War, two important shifts in rhetoric strengthened universalism in the US: first the US sought to portray itself as a “color-blind universalist power”, in contrast to Soviet rhetoric that did the opposite; and second, the anti-communist crusade by Joseph Mccarthy pushed out many old-stock WASP federal bureacrats, and patriotic immigrants could surge in. More basic changes, like rising educational attainment, helped as well:


The average length of time in full-time education increased from under 9 years to over 12 between 1940 and 1960...attending college grew from 15% in 1950 to a third in 1970



These softening attitudes were probably helped along by the previous decades of immigration restriction, “proportion of foreign-born...had fallen from over 13% in 1920 to less than 5% by 1965”, which eventually resulted in the 1965 Hart-Cellar Act. Here, it’s worth pausing for a moment to understand American demographics in the 1960’s.

As more evidence of liberalization, the 1960’s to the 80’s marked a rapid period of attitudinal change on inter-faith marriages:


In the early [1960’s]...3/4 of Protestants opposed marriage between Protestants and Catholics. By the 1980’s, over 3/4 of Americans approved of both Protestant-Catholic and Jewish-Christian marriage....90% [of marriages] were intra-religious prior to 1970...half of Jews married outside their faith.



This era (60’s to 80’s) marked the formation of the generic white American, in contrast to the 1940’s-era dominance of WASPs, exemplified in this scene.

And yet, though America underwent profound demographic and cultural change, even in the 2010’s, Kaufmann found that a politically and ethnically diverse survey sample said Anglo surnames were the most representative of American identity, which ties back to his claim that future multi-racial Americans will retain an ethno-traditional core.

Some skepticism

There is long-running polling that shows Americans had wanted less immigration for a while, though this moderated since 1995, counter to Kaufmann’s predictions, since you’d expect anti-immigration sentiment to monotonically rise as immigration flows stayed high.

He explains this by saying that Americans as a whole just became more socially liberal, for a bunch of reasons:


Attitudes on race, religion, sexuality and women’s roles shifted markedly between the 1950’s and 1970’s....rising share of university-educated liberal Americans....sexual revolution, anti-Vietnam protests...the sixties brought....individualism....the emergence of what Robert Bellah terms ‘lifestyle enclaves’....which displace those [identity narratives] of ethnic group and nation.



I find this explanation compelling, but some might view this as something of a political epicycle. He also thinks that elite agenda-setting in the media and politics succeeded in mostly keeping immigration out of the public’s attention, reducing its salience.

Also, I find his explanation of the chief exception to the right-wing populism trend, Canada, somewhat less satisfying. Canada has very high levels of immigration and little sign of a resurgent anti-immigration Right. He explains it through Canada’s weak national identity, which is unsatisfying. The converse example, of New Zealand (an Anglo settler country with very low levels of immigration and very little Conservatism) is also unsatisfying.

I also want to register moderate skepticism to some of the priming work he cites, since I don’t think priming has fared well in the replication crisis and I don’t have the time or expertise to read them in detail. Still, his core arguments hang together just fine without the priming studies.

Conclusion

Overall, Whiteshift explains a recurring and chronically misunderstood political phenomena, along with the intellectual and historical context that has produced this dynamic. In contrast to the usual narrative-rich explanations of long-term political trends, Whiteshift is data-focused and empirical, while still being highly readable. The interweaving narratives can be somewhat difficult to keep straight, but the wealth of data and history makes this a very rewarding book.




Notes


[1]

Excepting Russa, which has high immigration rates.



[2]

Though the SPLC strenuously disagrees



[3]

A great title for a B-list sci-movie about assimilation into a hive mind, incidentally



[4]

A friend notes that the black nationalist movement (like the Black Panthers and the Nation of Islam) are possible counter-examples, though neither were quite elite ideologies.



[5]

Though see this Tyler Cowen post contra this idea, pointing out within-country diversity has probably increased



[6]

American History by David Muzzey, which spoke to the anxieties of immigration, eg, “some...think that the process has injured our country by introducing a base alloy”






Who Wrote the Bible? by Richard Elliott Friedman

“It appears that everybody but Moses wrote the Torah.”


	Talmidah (Shira Halevi), The Life Story of Adam and Havah: A New Targum of Genesis 1:26-5:5



Book Review: Who Wrote the Bible?

0. What is this book, anyway?

Who Wrote the Bible?, Second Edition, by Richard Elliott Friedman

The Torah, also known as the first five books of the Christian Bible and the first five books of the Tanakh, are generally divvied up into Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. However, most people who attended a big fancy university on the subject will tell you that those books were not written in order, not written as those books, and not written by remotely the same author.

I know, I know, tradition says that Moses wrote the Torah. You’ve probably heard the jokes about how Numbers 12:3 makes that unlikely, and this book really gets into the nitty-gritty of how exactly we can be sure that that isn’t the case; but honestly, for me, what really cinched it was just reading the Torah straight through, from “In the beginning” to “in the sight of all Israel”. It’s clearly not the same guy! Not only is the writer working from a bunch of different sources, but it’s not even the same writer! It’s not just that each book is by a different writer - some paragraphs switch writers.

But maybe you want to form an opinion on this without having to read through six hundred and thirteen laws on not boiling a goat in its mother’s milk. Better yet, you’d like to know who exactly wrote one of the foundational texts of Western civilization. Well, the bad news is, we don’t know exactly who. But we can actually make some surprisingly educated guesses as to their backgrounds, nationalities (...besides just “probably Israelite”), agendas, and - in two cases - names! Enter Richard Elliott Friedman, who intends to explain to us just that.

0.5. Who wrote this book, anyway?

Before believing anything anyone says with “Bible” and “history” in the same sentence, paragraph, or day, it’s generally a good idea to see if they have any formal academic qualifications whatsoever. (I realize this is exactly the kind of credentialism we should be eschewing in our enlightened times, but you might not have seen the nuts I have when it comes to Biblical scholarship.) This goes double for books written for popular audiences, such as this one. Fortunately, however, Dr Friedman has a doctorate in Hebrew Bible and Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations from Harvard, a master's in same from same, and a master's in Hebrew Literature from the Jewish Theological Seminary. He was also a fellow at both Cambridge and Oxford, and was a professor (in relevant subjects) at UGA and UCSD. So we aren’t dealing with a Dinosaurs Built The Pyramids type here - or rather, if we are, at least he’s probably got good reasons for being one. Probably.

So. Dr Friedman - not to be confused with famed Biblical scholar David Noel Freedman - claims that he has a pretty good idea of who wrote the Torah. In fact, he claims that there’s a good chance that a certain glass display case in Israel has the autograph of the guy who wrote Deuteronomy! While he’s at it, he’s also going to make an argument for who wrote a good portion of the books after the Torah and up to 2 Kings, because why not.

Now, we should note that this book is a bit old. (I am reviewing the second edition, which came out in 1997; the first edition had come out ten years before.) I’m really not abreast on what the newfangled theories they discuss at Union and Princeton Theological Seminary are these days, so commenters feel free to tear to shreds every aspect of this book and/or review. But, since the broad strokes of what he says does approximately match the standard version of the Documentary Hypothesis, let’s assume that reviewing this book will give us more true information about the Bible than we had before.

0.75 What is the Bible, anyway? (Skip or skim this if you’re familiar with the basic story of the Bible)

Literary context: the Bible is a collection of religious works which, among other things, describes the legendary/mythical/religious history of Israel/the Israelites/the Hebrews/the Jews. Said collection has twenty-four to sixty-six sections (“books”), depending on which version you use. The first five of those books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy), are generally referred to as a collective by the name of ‘the Torah’; confusingly, ‘Torah’ literally means ‘law’, even though only part of the Torah is laws. The Torah is generally a mix of law and (supposed) history. Friedman’s book covers mainly the Torah and to a lesser extent the later books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings.

Historical context: the national god of Israel, historically, is a fellow whose name we don’t know. Probably it’s something like ‘Yahweh’, but all we know for sure is the consonants, which are YHWH. (Most English translations translate “YHWH” as “the LORD” and “Elohim” as “God”. The latter is an accurate translation, the former not so much.) YHWH was the supposed divine father of Jesus. The legendary ancestor of the Israelites/Hebrews/Jews is Abraham, whose grandson was Jacob, who was renamed Israel; his sons and grandsons founded the Tribes of Israel, and went down to Egypt. Said tribes all got enslaved by the Egyptian government a couple generations after (says the Bible). YHWH’s biggest prophet was Moses, who with the aid of YHWH led the Israelites/Hebrews/Jews out of bondage in Egypt and into their promised land of Israel/Canaan/the Levant. Once settled down, they were ruled by a loose theocracy until King Saul took over; after a lot of epic-type stuff, King David was the first imperial king of the whole realm. (Friedman takes the position that the two kingdoms, Israel in the North and Judah in the South, were sort of kind of basically more or less unitedish under David and Solomon. That’s more of a minority view today, but it is quite possible.) David’s son was the last king of the united kingdom; after him, the kingdom split (back) into Israel in the North and Judah in the South. History kept trundling along until the Assyrians invaded and deported a ton of the locals. Okay, that’s all the historical context we’ll need for now.

(Yes, it is extremely confusing that only half the Israelites lived in Israel, since Israel was next door to the Kingdom of Judah, where lived the other half of the Jews.)

I. The Documentary Hypothesis

Right, onto the good stuff. We’re all familiar with the Internet Atheists expounding upon the zillions of contradictions in the Bible. If you’re Jewish - or fundamentalist Protestant - you’re probably also familiar with the Heraclean efforts commentators go to to explain how Abraham was born in both Ur and Haran. But, I mean, come on; Biblical infallibility is clearly not what’s happening. Obviously the reason that God changes Jacob’s name to Israel twice isn’t because God changed Jacob’s name to Israel twice, but because there were two stories in which God changed Jacob’s name to Israel. Friedman goes into a brief history of how people gradually figured this out over the centuries - generally they realized that they should keep their dang mouths shut if they knew what was good for them - until we get to Julius Wellhausen in the nineteenth century, who put together the basic model of the Documentary Hypothesis we (or at least Friedman) use today.

The basic idea is as follows: Sometimes the Bible refers to God as “YHWH”. Sometimes the Bible refers to God as “Elohim”. When the Bible refers to “YHWH”, it’s usually portraying God as being a pretty anthropomorphic figure. When the Bible refers to “Elohim”, it’s usually portraying God as being a more metaphysical, high-up god. Sometimes if you take only the sentences belonging to the former category, and put them next to only the sentences in the latter category, you can see that each category tells a different version of the same story. (This is really obvious in the narrative of the Flood; each and every sentence in that story belongs to one of those two categories, and either can be read perfectly fluently in isolation.) Even among the stories that refer to God as “Elohim”, sometimes it’s super in favor of the Aaronid priesthood, and sometimes it’s super against the Aaronid priesthood; the former tends to show an even less anthropomorphic god than the latter; and sometimes you see doublets between those!

Also, sometimes the Bible is Deuteronomy.

So with this, we have four main sources: the Yahwist (abbreviated J), named for obvious reasons; the Priestly Source (abbreviated P), also named for obvious reasons; the Elohist (abbreviated E), also named for obvious reasons; and the Deuteronomist (abbreviated D), also named for obvious reasons.

This sounds super made-up. But if you really investigate it in detail, as Friedman and the last 150 years of exegetes have, there are actually a ton of things in the Torah that this model causes to make sense. For example, some passages of the Bible seem bizarrely pro-Aaron, which makes a lot more sense when you consider that one of the sources was written by Aaronid priests. Or, other passages seem bizarrely in favor of the Southern Kingdom of Judah over the Northern Kingdom of Israel, which makes a lot of sense when you consider that “YHWH” was the Southern way of referring to God. And there are so many doubled stories that call God “YHWH” in one version and “Elohim” in the other. As a quick and easy demonstration, Friedman demarcates the two Flood stories, and reading it, it’s pretty dang hard to say that the basics of the Documentary Hypothesis aren’t real.

II. J and E

Friedman begins by giving us a snapshot of Israel as it was from the end of the Bronze Age (when archaeology tells us the Israelites settled into permanent, non-nomadic dwellings) to the Assyrian Conquest. We have some nice little scene-setting to understand what sort of place the author would have herself lived in. For example:


People lived in one- and two-story homes, mostly of stone. In cities the houses were built closer together. Some of the cities had impressive water systems, including long underground tunnels and huge cisterns. Some houses had indoor plumbing. Cities were surrounded by walls. People ate beef, lamb, fowl, bread, vegetables, fruits, and dairy products. They made wine and beer. They made pots and jars of all sizes out of clay. Their metals were bronze, iron, silver, and gold. They had wind, string, and percussion instruments. Contrary to every Bible movie ever made, they did not wear kaffiyehs (Arab headdress).



J and E, says Friedman, lived in this period.

This sort of thing is neat just for background, but it can be pretty important as regards the geography (more on this below):


In the northeast was a beautiful freshwater lake, the Sea of Galilee. It flowed into the Jordan River to the south. The river flowed in a straight line south and emptied into the Dead Sea, which was…thick with salt. It was surrounded by hot wilderness….The northern part of the country was fertile, with plains, small hills and valleys. The center of the country had beaches and lowlands along the Mediterranean coast on the west, and hills and mountains on the east. The southern part of the country was largely desert. It was hot and humid along the coast, especially in summer. It was drier in the hills, still drier in the desert. It was cold enough to snow occasionally on the hills in winter. It was beautiful. The people could see the beauty of the sea, the beauty of the lake, flowers, and fields, and the beauty of desert all within a few miles of each other.



Friedman says that J lived in the South, in Judah. We can tell this for a few reasons. In a scene referring to God as “YHWH”, Abraham is described as living in the capital of Judah. In the version of the Covenant that refers to God as “YHWH”, God describes Abraham’s promised land as matching the supposed borders belonging to the Judahite king David. In a story that Friedman says belongs to J, the capital of Israel was founded via a brutal massacre the Israelites committed. In the scenes depicting the births of the sons (and grandsons) of Jacob, the tribes involved in the various stories referring to God as “YHWH” are the Tribe of Judah (and tribes who by the story’s writing no longer existed). In the J version of Jacob’s death, Jacob says that Judah is the best and will lord over the other tribes.

Similarly, it really looks like E lived in the North, in Israel. In a story referring to God as “Elohim”, Jacob names a city in Israel. E (says Friedman) described the capital of Israel as having been founded by a totally legitimate purchase, no massacres involved, nosiree. In the scenes depicting the births of the sons (and grandsons) of Jacob, the tribes involved in the various stories referring to God as “Elohim” are all Israelite tribes and only Israelite tribes. In the E version of Jacob’s death, Jacob gives a special blessing to the tribe that would later host Israel’s capital city.

You can see this kind of partisanship_all over_ the Torah. There are two different versions of the one brother who tried to save Joseph and his Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat: in one version, it’s Judah, and in the other version, it’s the founder of the Israelite tribe of Reuben. Certain descriptions of royal borders pun, several times, on the name of a Judahite king. A story referring to God as “Elohim” says that Joseph’s bones were buried in the capital of Israel. J doesn’t do much with Joshua, a member of a Northern tribe, but E loves him. When the Hebrews arrive at the promised land in the Exodus, the spies report seeing various parts of Judah, and the only spy who’s virtuous in the story is a Judahite. J talks a lot about the Ark of the Covenant, which ended up in the capital of Judah (ie, Jerusalem, where was the Temple); E never mentions it.

This can lend itself to all sorts of interesting interpretations of various stories in the Bible. For example, “YHWH” says that Esau will be Jacob’s servant. Friedman argues that (since Esau represents Edom and Jacob the Israelites/Hebrews/Jews) J wrote this and E didn’t, because Edom was next door to Judah, and thus not really a place E would bother writing about.

Here’s another cool example. (For context: in ancient Israel, the priests were all descended from the tribe of Levi, and some of them were descended from a Levite named Aaron.) The Golden Calf scene portrays Aaron as acting disgracefully and the_rest_ of the Levites as acting piously. Did you know that the Aaronid priests lived in the capital of Judah, and much of the non-Aaronid Levite priests lived in Israel? (This is one of the pieces of evidence indicating that E was a Levite but not an Aaronid.)

Admittedly, there is another thing that muddies the waters. In J, humanity always knew God’s name, ie YHWH. In E, God first reveals His name as YHWH to Moses on Mount Sinai. From then on, E is happy to refer to God as “YHWH”. Makes the source criticism more difficult. Happily, J almost never refers to God as “Elohim”, so it could be worse.

(Friedman buys into the theory that the Israelites were always in the Levant, worshiping El, until a bunch of Levites showed up from Egypt and said, “We’re the same people as you! We worship the same god, we just call him by a different name!” However, you need not believe that to realize that J and E have different ways of referring to God.)

Can we get any more specific about E other than “The guy who wrote the seven-day creation story probably lived in Israel”? Friedman says we can. E is even more pro-Moses than J,and pro-Levite but anti-Aaron, and seems to be really angry about an incident with the priests of Shiloh which they were also angry about. Thus, Friedman says E was likely a non-Aaronid, Levite priest of Shiloh.

We can also can get a good idea of some bones of political contention in ancient Israel simply by looking at what certain parts of the Bible are weirdly insistent about. For example, the J version of the Ten Commandments bans_molten_ gods. When this was being written down, Israel had golden calf statues and Judah had gold_-plated_ cherubs (in the Temple). By contrast, the E version of the Ten Commandments includes a ban on golden idols period.

(Like the polytheism, there’s a ton of idolatry in the Bible that the Biblical writers try really hard to justify or explain away.)

Similarly, Pharoah’s enslavement of the Hebrews is referred to by the same word as a tax that King Solomon imposed on the Israelites. Subtle! (Though likely this was written after the reign of Solomon himself, and was intended as a criticism of his subsequent dynasty.) J is not quite so heavy-handed, but what she lacks in politicization she makes up for in her enormously terribly puns that try to explain the etymology of basically everything and everyone, like how ‘Eve’ means ‘life’ because Eve is the mother of all living even though the Classical Hebrew words for ‘Eve’ and ‘life’ do not sound like each other.

“Hang on, [name],” you say. “Why do you keep referring to J as ‘she’? Was J a woman?”

Maybe. E, Friedman says, “was almost certainly a male.” E was, again, very probably a Levite priest, and therefore probably a fella. “The case is much harder to argue with J.” It’s definitely true that ancient scribes were usually male. However, J seems pretty concerned with the Judean court, where women had a relatively high status, and so she may have been one of those high-status women. And J on the whole is way, way, way more concerned with women than E is. (Harold Bloom insisted that J was a woman, and Friedman, in a later book, notes sharply that at no point did Mr Bloom cite him in doing so.) I myself refer to her as ‘she’ because in the Garden of Eden story (one of the stories that is almost universally assigned to J), the more feminist bits are subtle matters of wording, and the actual temptation scene is shown 100% from the perspective of a woman.

Now then, we get to see how J and E were stitched together. Answer: rather crudely.

II.5 J and E together

Friedman says that J and E got combined probably around 722 BCE, when the Assyrians smashed Israel and huge numbers of Northerners moved to Judah as a result.


The assimilation of recently arrived Israelites into the Judean population after 722 B.C. need not have presented insurmountable difficulties in itself. The Israelites and the Judeans were kin. They spoke the same language: Hebrew. They worshiped the same God: Yahweh. They shared ancestral traditions of the patriarchs [eg, Jacob] and historical traditions of exodus and wilderness. But what were they to do with two documents, each purporting to recount sacred national traditions, but emphasizing different persons and events - and occasionally contradicting each other? The solution, apparently, was to combine them.



Friedman says that the priests of the newly-cosmopolitan Judah wouldn’t have been able to get away with proclaiming J as the only correct text_or_ E as the only correct text. “One could not tell the story of the events at Sinai without referring to the golden calf incident, for example, because someone in the audience (especially a former northerner) would remember the story and protest. One could not tell the story of Abraham without telling the story of the events at Hebron, because someone else in the audience (especially someone from Hebron) would object.” But if they kept both of the texts “side by side on the same shelf”, it would not be the best PR for there to be two obviously separate versions of Israel’s sacred history. So some priest or priests decided to combine the two sources into JE, which we will come across again later down the line. For now, let’s move on to P.

III. P

P is generally pretty easy to pick out, first because it’s really concerned with priestly stuff (eg, the Creation story is all about the Sabbath), and second because, Friedman says, “the language of P is so characteristic that undergraduate students can generally identify a P passage in the Bible on sight within weeks after being introduced to this study.” The whole of Leviticus is P - you may have guessed that from the name - and the source as a whole makes up about half the Torah

Friedman gives us a blow-by-blow of why he disagrees with the standard view on P, which I’ll mostly skip over. His main disagreements with the standard view are:


	
That he thinks the prophets refer to P (which does appear true - “I looked at the earth, and here it was unformed and void, and to the heavens, and their light was gone” sounds a lot like a certain story lasting seven days, “multiply and be fruitful” is probably not a line Jeremiah came up with himself, Ezekiel is obviously quoting the components of the P covenant when he talks about a violation of the covenant, and so on; Friedman also cites a fancy linguistic analysis saying that P’s Hebrew is more archaic than the prophets’)



	
That P wasn’t written in a society where everyone sacrifices in a central location (P keeps insisting that people sacrifice in a central location OR ELSE!, a concern that obviously would not be a thing in a society where everyone already did that)



	
That academics are wrong in saying the P authors made up the Tabernacle to come up with a Mosaic rationale for all their rules about the post-Mosaic Temple (P described the Tabernacle as having different proportions than the Temple, and different materials, and a different layout, et cetera. Friedman argues that the Tabernacle fits the exact description of the center of the Holy of Holies, implying that there was a historical Tabernacle that was made the centerpiece of the Temple, or that the centerpiece was modeled off of the Tabernacle. He does provide a ton of circumstantial evidence for this, but Fermat’s Last Theorem).





You don’t have to agree with him on that last one to see that P probably predates the Prophets.

P was rather clearly written by an Aaronid priest. For example, if you look at the Plagues in Exodus, there are some really obvious parts where the writer is trying to shoehorn in Aaron for basically no reason. He was also working off the combined JE, since P was presumably written later and has waaaaay too many shared stories (25) to be a coincidence. The motivation for writing P was most likely the hilariously anti-Aaron content of JE, like how Aaron made the golden calf (and came up with the world’s lamest lie about it).

So basically, they wrote their own version: The Torah According to the Aaronids.

As one might expect, we see some doctrinal differences. P tries to tell us that “the consecrated priests are the only intermediaries between humans and God. In the P versions of the stories, there are no angels. There are no talking animals. There are no dreams. Even the word ‘prophet’ does not occur in P except once, and there it refers to Aaron.” P is also not a fan of mercy, preferring instead to show God’s “justice”. They also aren’t a fan of Moses (since, naturally, they prefer Aaron). And P really, really,really likes law.

As per usual with the Bible, we can also make a guess at the author’s identity by seeing who hated them. Deuteronomy quotes P, and Jeremiah at one point says, “How do you say, ‘We are wise, and YHWH’s torah is with us’? In fact, here, it was made for a lie, the lying pen of scribes.” Now, it sounds like Jeremiah is there referring to Deuteronomy. But he agreed with the Deuteronomist (more on him below) on basically everything! And presumably he was not attacking JE. No, it had to have been P he was denouncing as fraudulent. Thus, P lived before Jeremiah.

Since P was working off a combined J/E, P must have lived after 722 BCE. Since Jeremiah knew of P, it must have been written before Josiah’s death (more on that below) in 609 BCE. Happily for us, there was a king in between those two dates who was the only one to share_both_ P’s love for centralized worship and opinion that the Aaronids were the only Levites fit to be priests. Also, Chronicles, which was written by Aaronid priests, loves that king. The king in question is Hezekiah, who will show up briefly below.

So did P live in the reign of Hezekiah? Maybe! P probably lived around that time period, at least. Friedman says that the person who wrote the stories of P_most_ likely was one Aaronid priest living during the reign of Hezekiah, and who compiled (and added to) the holy laws.

IV. D

After the Assyrians basically destroyed the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 722 BCE (deporting so many Israelites that that’s where we get the legend of the Ten Lost Tribes - ten of the twelve tribes were supposedly banished and never returned), the Hebrews/Israelites/Jews were mainly living in the Kingdom of Judah, which was theoretically under the broad power of Assyria. Shortly after 722 BCE, King Hezekiah came to the throne of Judah. According to the Biblical books of Isaiah and 2 Kings (and 2 Chronicles), he essentially banned all sacrifices to YHWH (and, apparently, to non-Yahwistic idols) at places other than the Temple. The Temple just so happened to be in Hezekiah’s capital of Jerusalem.

Assyria did not appreciate a vassal king banning the worship of Assyrian gods, but due to a shockingly well-historically-attested siege (we have both the Assyrians’ record of it and the Bible’s!), settled for being paid off. Since this siege was on Jerusalem, regarding the worship of YHWH, and the ultra-pious Hezekiah theoretically won, the end result of all this was that the Temple in Jerusalem was the Temple, the only proper place to offer sacrifices to YHWH. Decades later, King Josiah did the same thing, minus the war, destroying all non-Temple temples and mandating that the Temple was the Temple.

Why does all this matter? Because of a funny thing in 2 Kings. (I quote the later summation in 2 Chronicles, but it’s the same story.) The funny thing is as follows:


While they were bringing out the money that had been brought into the [Temple], the priest Hilkiah found the book of the law of YHWH given through Moses. Hilkiah said to the secretary Shaphan, "I have found the book of the law in the [Temple]"; and Hilkiah gave the book to Shaphan. Shaphan brought the book to the king [Josiah]...Shaphan then read it aloud to the king. When the king heard the words of the law he tore his clothes. Then the king commanded Hilkiah..."Go, inquire of YHWH for me and for those who are left in Israel and Judah, concerning the words of the book that has been found; for the wrath of YHWH that is poured out on us is great, because our ancestors did not keep the word of YHWH, to act in accordance with all that is written in this book."



Once, when I sat in the Cathedral of [Redacted] as a young [redacted], this passage was the day’s scripture reading. I thought, “Does no one else find this incredibly suspicious?” The priests claim that they “discovered” a mysterious lost set of laws from Moses, and then the king says, ‘Aha! If we follow these rules, we’ll have God on our side, and the only reason this country is going to wrack and ruin is because we haven’t been obeying these rules already!’

(Shortly thereafter, King Josiah was killed at the age of forty by an Egyptian archer. His successors reinstated the non-Temple temples. But that’s not the point.)

This book of laws was the first ~95% of Deuteronomy, says Friedman. According to Friedman, most of Deuteronomy is written in essentially the same style as the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. What’s more, the laws of Deuteronomy set up the moral framework by which those later books judge the kings of Israel whom they depict. Thus, whoever wrote the bulk of Deuteronomy also wrote those other books; hence why are they are referred to as the Deuteronomistic History. However, this writer is a literal writer; much of the DH is taken from preexisting texts that he conservatively rewrote into a coherent and continuous narrative. (Kings took a lot more actual coming-up-with-words, since there was no single history of the two kingdoms.)

The Deuteronomistic History takes the stance that the line of David is destined to rule the Jews/Hebrews/Israelites forever, and that if any of the Davidic kings suffer in their reign it’s because said king is disobeying YHWH; and even the disobedient kings will not prevent the dynasty from having the throne for all eternity. Forever and ever, no kidding!

This provides us a handy little clue as to what the DH was written before.

In 587, as you may recall from history class, Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon invaded and crushed Judah in a pretty brutal, humiliating, and agonizing way. The conquest involved (fainthearted readers, skip to the next paragraph if you don’t want to read Mycroft Canner’s fever dreams): the destruction of the Temple, a siege in which food got so scarce that mothers ate their own placentas and pretended to hide their own infants when in reality they had eaten them, and the king being forced to watch the execution of his sons and heirs before having his eyes put out so the last sight he ever had was of his children’s deaths.

At this point, basically every Judahite/Hebrew/Israelite/Jew fled to Egypt. The blind king was hauled off to Babylon along with a host of captives. The kingdom was well and truly fallen. So the DH was almost certainly (mostly) written before 587 BCE, because it would take a very foolish prophet to say that Judah would never fall after Judah had fallen. (Barring some careful wording.) Also, the DH refers to things remaining “to this day” even if those things were destroyed in 587.

The especially Biblically literate among you may object that actually the Book of Deuteronomy and the Book of Kings_do_ talk about the fall of the kingdom when the Babylonians invade! Friedman says, yes they do, but those are pretty clearly post-facto edits hastily added to make the books seem not blatantly incorrect. But what about the lines that say the king will lose the throne of Israel when he turns away from YHWH? Those lines refer only to specifically the throne of Israel; “All of the unconditional passages spoke of the kings’ holding the throne.”


This petty difference of wording was not so petty to the writer. He had to deal with the historical [controversial] fact that David’s family started out ruling the whole united kingdom of Israel, but that they had lost all of it except their own tribe of Judah. He therefore pictured the covenant promise to David to be partly conditional and partly unconditional. The throne of Judah in Jerusalem was unconditional. It was to belong to David’s descendants forever. But the throne of all Israel was to belong to them only if they were worthy. Which they were not. And so they lost it.



(Friedman says that the writer didn’t make up this covenant, but probably just uniformized it from a preexisting tradition. It would have been difficult to make up a deal David made with God, four hundred years after David had died.)

So, who_was_ this writer? Well, the DH spends a weirdly large amount of time talking about Josiah’s largely unsuccessful religious reforms, and describes him in the same words it uses to describe Moses but no other king, and describes him as reading the Torah like the priests did under Moses. Also, the DH says about Josiah:


And there was none like him before him, a king who returned to YHWH with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his might according to all the law of Moses, and none arose like him after him.



Shockingly, Friedman thinks the DH was written in the reign of Josiah.

Friedman presents a slew of fiddly details to really hammer in the case, but really I’m willing to buy it already. (Oh, also, the DH criticizes every king except Josiah and Hezekiah for not  abolishing the non-Temple temples until Josiah, after whom the issue isn’t even brought up. Same with comparing kings to David.)

However, the laws in Deuteronomy were probably not written by a member of Josiah’s court. We know this because one of the laws in Deuteronomy says that the king isn’t allowed to have too much money. Also, a couple of the military laws seem to presume a draft that was rescinded well before Josiah’s reign. And the laws in Deuteronomy are very pro-Levite, so we can probably be pretty safe in saying that the author was a Levite priest; but Deuteronomy also gives no special distinctions to the Aaronid Levites, or in fact mentions them at all, so the author probably wasn’t an Aaronid Levite.

Friedman does some more analysis of various parts of the Deuteronomy laws, and comes up with this:


The place to look for the author of Deuteronomy, therefore, [is] in a group (1) that wanted centralization of religion, but not tied to the ark [of the Covenant, the Indiana Jones one] or to the Jerusalem priesthood; (2) that cared about all Levites’ livelihood, but would enfranchise only a group of central Levites; (3) that accepted having a king, but wanted limitations on his rule; (4) that had a premonarchy approach to matters of war.



Friedman says this description matches the same folks who came up with E, namely the priests of Shiloh (albeit some centuries later). However, he says, the priests of Shiloh likely wrote only Deuteronomy’s_law code_; chapters one through eleven were added by the Deuteronomistic Historian, along with a scene where Moses writes the law code on a scroll and tells the Israelites to keep it in the Temple (well, Tabernacle).

(Also, the parts of E and the Book of Deuteronomy written before the Shilohites had access to the Ark don’t mention the Ark, but the parts written when the Shilohites did have access to the Ark do.)

So who’s the Deuteronomistic Historian? We can tell a few things about him:


	He doesn’t like Aaron; for example, in chapters one through eleven (and the last chapters) of Deuteronomy, it says that God wanted to kill him.

	He really hates Solomon and Jeroboam; for example, in the DH, he uses the words “disgusting” and “abomination” to describe the heathen gods Solomon worshiped.

	He portrays Jeremiah as a prophet loyal to Josiah and heavily linked to the court members involved with the ‘discovery’ of the law.

	The last surviving Shiloh priest went to Anathoth, where Jeremiah was later born; and the Book of Jeremiah seems rather pro-Shiloh.

	Parts of Deuteronomy are written in really, really similar words as parts of the Book of Jeremiah. Like, compare “and he brought you out of the iron furnace, from Egypt” to “in the day I brought them out from the land of Egypt, from the iron furnace”, or “With all your heart and with all your soul” to “With all my heart and with all my soul”.



“Okay, [name],” you say, “we get the picture! Friedman claims that Jeremiah wrote most of Deuteronomy and the four later books!”

Nope! See, we don’t actually think Jeremiah wrote_anything_. Because his own book, the Book of Jeremiah, wasn’t written by him! According to that very book, the prophet dictated it to his secretary: a man named Barcuh, son of Neriah. Not to say that an illiterate prophet couldn’t dictate a book or six, but the Book of Jeremiah contains lots of stuff that’s obviously by a narrator and not prophecy; the natural assumption is that Baruch wrote that stuff.


In the first edition of Who Wrote the Bible? I raised the possibility that Jeremiah might be the Deuteronomistic historian. I now admit that I was wrong and that such a speculation is extremely unlikely. It is far more probable that the author of the prose history in the book of Jeremiah was also the author of the Deuteronomistic history, whose prose resembles it so strikingly. What I do retain from my earlier views is the idea that it may be best to think of the Deuteronomistic writings as a collaboration, with Jeremiah, the poet and prophet, as the inspiration, and Baruch, the scribe, as the writer who interpreted history through Jeremiah’s conceptions.



And this is where the autograph comes in. In 1980, they dug up a seal which says, “in a Hebrew script of the late seventh and early sixth century” BCE, “belonging to Baruch son of Neriyah the scribe…It is now located in the Israel Museum. It means that we have the signature of the recorder - and possibly the author/editor - of eight books of the Bible.”

IV.5 D, Second Edition

But remember how Josiah died unexpectedly and the kingdom’s religion went to heck? So did Baruch! (Or Jeremiah, whoever.) After that happened, some twenty-two years after the writing of the first portion of Deuteronomy, he snuck in prophecies in Deuteronomy saying that the Israelites would be exiled, and put one in the DH saying that YHWH cursed Jerusalem because of what Josiah’s grandfather had done as king. However, he couldn’t get away with editing out the Davidic Covenant, so he said that it was the_people_ of Judah who had turned away from God, not the king.

Friedman essentially admits that it’s hard to prove any single line was really a later insertion. Part of it is him basically asking us to take his word that he, as an expert on Biblical Hebrew, can notice weird inconsistencies in grammar, syntax, and vocabulary. But I think what makes him sure is the sheer inconsistency we have of a book that seems to be constantly switching back and forth between saying that the king will rule forever and that the king is doomed. (And it really is true that there are ridiculously clear-cut verses saying thingslike THE TEMPLE WILL STAND FOR ALL ETERNITY NO MATTER WHAT and also verses saying things like Welp, Jerusalem’s gonna be razed.)

Are we certain that this later editor was the same guy as the DH? Friedman’s pretty sure. The later editor wrote in the_exact_ same style as the first edition and yet didn’t see the need to actually rewrite more than a few sentences of it. Friedman admits that it could have been a student of the first guy or something along those lines (in fact, he says that’s the majority view), but says the writing style is just so similar that it’s most likely the same person.

Upon reading this, one might get tempted to get mad at Baruch (or whoever) for forging a history of God’s Chosen People, thereby damaging the historical record for all time and having enormous repercussions when it ended up incorporated into the holy text of the largestempire the world had ever seen. Friedman says this characterization would be unfair.


Jeremiah…and Baruch were no frauds, pious or otherwise. The Deuteronomistic Historian built his history around the Deuteronomic law code, which was an authentically old document, and which he may well have believed to be by Moses himself. He used other documents as well, and he fashioned a continuous history out of them. His own additions to that history gave it structure, continuity, and meaning. His last chapters told of events that he had witnessed personally. There need not be anything fraudulent in this. Quite the contrary. It rather appears to be a sincere attempt, by a sensitive and skillful man, to tell his people’s history - and to understand it.



V. R

Finally, the three main sources - J/E, P, and D (not including the additional DH) - were combined into one Torah. The usual way of referring to the guy who did that is R, for Redactor. He was actually very careful about what he did. He couldn’t delete any story that people would complain would be missing. D had been read to the public every seven years, so he couldn’t leave out anything from it that anyone might remember. “J and E had been around for centuries and were quoted in D. P had been around since Hezekiah’s days, it had been associated with a national reform, and it had the support of the priesthood that was in power.” But he_had_ to combine them, since they were all supposedly by Moses, and it was not a good look to have three mutually contradictory versions of the same story by the same supposed author!


His only guideline seems to have been to retain as much of the original texts as possible without intolerable contradictions. The evidence for this is that when we separate JE from P in Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, each flows sensibly on its own with very few gaps in its story. There are few signs of the redactor’s having cut anything.



Sometimes he could be very simple about it. Two creation stories? Put one after the other! Sometimes it was more difficult. Two stories obviously describing the exact same flood? Better do this sentence-by-sentence. Sometimes he had to take some liberties.


In the case of the story of the rebellion at Peor…he cut off the beginning of the P story and the end of the JE story to create the continuity he sought. Did it bother him that the seductive women were Moabite in the first half of the story and Midianite in the second half? Apparently not.

…Thus some repetitions and contradictions were tolerable to him, and some were not. He was not prepared to have two floods that each destroy all the world except for a man named Noah. But he was willing to have Moses strike two rocks at two places called Meribah.



He also had to figure out when everything took place relative to each other, so the story would be more or less in chronological order. Makes the poor schlubs at DC Comics look like pikers, hey?

He_did_ write Numbers 15, because that’s an obvious tack-on: it’s a whole section of the law that, unlike every other section of P ever, gives rules for sacrifices without saying they have to be at the Tabernacle. This is because R was, of course, living after 587, when the Temple was destroyed. He also composed a bunch of lone sentences “to enhance the transitions and combinations of his sources and to clarify or emphasize points that were especially important to him.”

R had to have been an Aaronid priest, or at least a huge fan of them, because: each of the five books begin with P extracts, the P Book of Generations begins each major section, the Egyptian plagues are broken up and uniformized by P quotes, and his own occasional insertions are written in a similar style to P.


This redactor was an Aaronid priest like the person who produced P. But, ironically, his task was the exact opposite of that earlier person’s. The person who produced P was fashioning a work that was an alternative to earlier sources (JE). The redactor was fashioning a work that reconciled opposing sources. This was the key I found which, I believe, along with other supporting evidence, made it possible to separate P and the redactor’s work from each other. The P texts struggled with the other sources. The redactor’s text embraced them.



Okay, so who was this guy? Do we know his name? You guessed it: probably! Friedman says that R is most likely none other than Ezra. This is because…well, actually, Friedman presents essentially no hard evidence for this identification. It’s basically just the common-sense guess that the R must have been a big enough deal that the Bible would have at least mentioned him, and of all the people in that time period whom the Bible mentions, only one of them was a huge enough deal to possibly get away with making the Torah. “He had the backing of the emperor…And his authority was directly linked to a scroll that he brought to Judah, a scroll that is identified as ‘the Torah of Moses which YHWH God of Israel gave.’” See, Ezra - according to the Bible - was the first person to present the Torah to the people of Israel. Also, when he did so, it included a passage nobody had ever heard of…which actually is in the Torah, in a really random place that makes it look like it was a post-facto insert by, oh, I don’t know, Ezra.


This does not prove that it absolutely had to be Ezra who fashioned the Five Books of Moses. But he was in the right priestly family, in the right profession, int he right place, in the right time, with the authority, and with the first known copy of the book in his hand. If it was not Ezra himself who composed the work, then it was someone close to him - a relative, a colleague in the priesthood, a fellow scribe - because it could not have been produced very long before he arrived with it in Judah. The Temple had been standing for only about one generation when he came to Jerusalem.



Friedman talks for a bit about how mashing all the sources into one Frankensteinian book creates literary juxtapositions that add rich and fascinating new readings to one of the foundation texts of Western Civilization or whatever, but honestly after all this I find myself wishing that somebody had kept a copy of the sources in their original forms. Imagine if we had to read Hamlet without knowing that the Gesta Danorum was a thing.

...Though now that I type that example out, I remember that we’re actually not sure what the main source of Hamlet was. And we’re poorer for it!

VI. What to make of all this

Should you buy this book, or at least borrow it from the library? If you want more details and more fiddly little bits of evidence, yes. If you want to see exactly which parts of the Bible Friedman claims are from which author, yes, because that’s listed in the appendix (though if that’s what you’re after then you’re probably much better off buying his later book The Bible With Sources Revealed…unless you’re colorblind). I can’t help but curse the citation system he uses (requires you to have three pages open at once), but it might be a handy book to have in your library just to refer back to. If you’re a Christian or Jew who cares about Torah, it would probably be pretty useful to have a better idea of various authors’, well, agendas.

I’d say the biggest failing of this book is the lack of control group. (The exception to this is his claim that the DH is ridiculously pro-Josiah; Friedman convincingly compares the DH’s treatment of the very similar king Hezekiah.) Biblical source analysis is a Rubik’s Cube of “Okay, so if the presence of the Divine Name indicates this passage is J, then probably its obvious distaste for the Northern Kingdom reflects J’s, unless J actually wasn’t as nationalistic as we thought she was and actually this is one of the few E passages to use the Divine Name…”, and Friedman doesn’t do an amazing job of proving that you can’t use just-as-convincing reasoning to come up with a totally different source theory. To be sure, some of the conclusions he draws are undeniable: you can’t possibly say that the two creation stories in Genesis don’t portray YHWH to be a more anthropomorphic god than Elohim. But some of the nitty-gritty, like pointing out that the supposedly-J extracts use certain words way more than the supposedly-E extracts do, aren’t as obvious. I’m sure that this is partially due to being a book written for general audiences; presumably his more academic papers go more in-depth on the minutia of evidence. Still, it makes it a bit harder to trust the details.

But this is a book worth reading! Even if it’s proven by future/modern/past scholarship to be totally wrong in the details, it’s valuable simply as an introduction to the basics of where the Torah comes from. The Bible is one of the most influential books in the world - and, if you count the good parts, one of the best books in the world - so any information we can gain about who wrote it and why is invaluable.

But I will be up-front and say that if you think this review is enough to never read the book, I will not blame you.






Yąnomamö: The Fierce People by Napoleon Chagnon

I first heard of Napoleon Chagnon’s 1968 Yąnomamö: The Fierce People because of the controversy surrounding it.

The author’s candid account of these southern Venezuelan Amazonians was well-received by some and he was eventually accused of being a “virtually amoral eugenicist bent on conducting inhumane and deadly field experiments on a phenomenally vulnerable population” while conspiring to commit genocide by introducing “a potentially fatal contraindicated measles vaccine to the Yanomamö, probably inducing the 1968 epidemic, allowing him to test his eugenic theories.”

Needless to say, I was intrigued.

I learned that “the American Anthropological Association (AAA) saw fit to take [these] claims seriously by conducting a major investigation into the matter”, partly spurred on by anthropologists who objected to Changnon’s sociobiological theories of behavior.

Ultimately, the accusations against Changnon were deemed totally false, though not before he was banned from studying the Yąnomamö and forced to retire from the field.

[image: ]

It was at this point that I realized that this book belonged to my favorite class of controversy: forbidden knowledge.

Most controversial books are not forbidden knowledge. Usually, they are “hot takes”, i.e. contentious opinions based on a combination of assumptions, assertions, and widely-available facts. Forbidden knowledge is instead a type of evidence_,_ and it’s uniquely precious for two reasons:


	The effect of being forbidden: It’s hard to come by.

	The cause of being forbidden: It’s likely to update your priors.



Evidence that is either widely accepted or is not taken seriously isn’t suppressed. Censors are worried about the marginal case, and therefore target knowledge that’s most likely to shift opinion into unacceptable territory. This means the most controversial evidence is both supportive of an unacceptable position and especially convincing.

Yąnomamö was forbidden because it presents compelling evidence against certain social constructionist shibboleths, though even the constructionist-skeptical will find themselves frequently taken by surprise.

Here’s what I found most controversial or unexpected:


	
They’re kinda dicks





I say “kinda” because it’s more complicated than being either totally brutal or totally noble. The more you learn about a thing, the more the situation usually turns into “it’s complicated”, though it was painting this multifaceted picture that cost Chagnon his career.

The problem of course is that if humans in our “natural state” are dicks, then dickishness isn’t some modern construct. Indigenous groups vary in levels of aggression, but the fact is that the Yąnomamö are decidedly aggressive by modern standards. Social constructionists thus are put in the awkward position of claiming that either all the research supporting this is falsified, or that violence in these nearly-uncontacted tribes still really originates from the modern world.


A high capacity for rage, a quick flashpoint, and a willingness to use violence to obtain one's ends are considered desirable traits. Much of the behavior of the Yąnomamö can be described as brutal, cruel, treacherous, in the value ladened terms of our own vocabulary.



As terrible as this sounds, you’ve probably seen something similar in abusive families, deprived areas, or depictions of historical periods. It supports the argument that this level of conflict is actually the default state of the world, and we’re socialized out of being awful to one another.

While first living among the Yąnomamö, Chagnon describes his loneliness and attempts at connecting with the tribe:


I tried to overcome this by seeking personal friendships among the Indians. This only complicated the matter because all my friends simply used my confidence to gain privileged access to my cache of steel tools and trade goods, and looted me.



However, he soon discovered that if he was willing to set boundaries on their terms, he could earn their respect:


I had to acquire a certain proficiency in their kind of interpersonal politics and to learn how to imply subtly that certain potentially undesirable consequences might follow if they did such and such to me. They do this to each other in order to establish precisely the point at which they cannot goad an individual any further without precipitating retaliation…each individual sooner or later had to display some sign that his bluffs and implied threats could be backed up.



The assessment that they’re “kinda dicks” seems about right in balancing harshness and generosity. Their interactions reminded me of modern prisons or middle schools: an aggressive society, but a society nonetheless, shaped by the constraints put upon it.


The Yąnomamö… do not all appear to be mean and treacherous. As individuals, they seem to be people playing their own cultural game, with internal feelings that at times may be quite divergent from the demands placed upon them by their culture.



The “game” of it all is made amusingly apparent from Yąnomamö mens’ nostalgia for simpler times:


Many of them later reminisced about the early days of my work when I was "timid" and a little afraid of them, and they could bully me into giving goods away.



(We may have to add “taking stuff off nerds” to our list of Cultural Universals.)


	
Being a Yąnomamö woman sucks, though better when old





Growing up as a girl:


Yąnomamö society is decidedly masculine...there is a definite preference to have male children, resulting in a higher incidence of female infanticide...Female children assume duties and responsibilities in the household long before their brothers are obliged to participate in useful domestic tasks.



Getting married:


Girls have almost no voice in the decisions reached by their agnate concerning their marriage. They’re largely pawns to be disposed of by their kinsman…In many cases, the girl has been promised to a man long before she reaches puberty, and in some cases, her husband actually raises her for part of her childhood.



Once married, wife-beating is endemic and downright encouraged. A Yąnomamö man beats his wife as punishment, but also to signal his capacity for violence to other men:


Many men, however, show their ferocity by meting out serious punishment for even minor offenses. It is not uncommon for a man to injure his errant wife seriously, and some men have even killed wives.

Women expect this kind of treatment and many measure their husband's concern in terms of the frequency of minor beatings they sustain. I overheard two young women discussing each other's scalp scars. One of them commented that the other's husband must really care for her since he has beat her on the head so frequently!



This doesn’t even include intervillage warfare and abductions, in which case captured women are usually gang-raped before being married off.

With old age, women’s lives improve somewhat:


A woman gains a measure of respect when she becomes old. By then she has adult children who care for her and treat her kindly. Old women also have a unique position in the world of intervillage warfare and politics. They are immune from the incursions of raiders and can go from one village to another with complete disregard for personal danger. In this connection, they are employed as messengers and, on some occasions, as recoverers of bodies.



This reversal of fortune for old women may explain why there are at least two known cases of older women choosing to return to the Yąnomamö after having lived in modern society.


	
Anthropology before ethics committees was bananas





There are some really egregious examples like the anthropologist who married and impregnated a teenage Yąnomamö girl then brought her back to New Jersey, but even the relatively scrupulous Changnon engaged in some curious practices. The 60s may have been an Anthropology-story sweet spot where rigorous records were kept, but they also got up to some wacky hijinks.

The best of these is when the author decides to take his friend Rerebawä to the Venezuelan capital Caracas in a Coming to America-esque adventure. Rerebawä had never left the woods before, so naturally, they immediately fly him through a lighting storm in a cargo plane.

Our hapless traveler first wonders if the plane will collide with the “upper layer” of the cosmos, before being downright traumatized by violent turbulence around what he thinks is their giant metal bird:


I strapped Rerebawä into his safety harness. He had grown very quiet and was now obviously worried—if we weren't going to crash into the upper layer, why was it necessary to tie ourselves into the seats? … The pilot tested the motors, and the roar was deafening: Rerebawä s knuckles were white as he clutched the edge of his seat… It was one of the worst flights I ever had, for we hit the storm soon after we gained cruising altitude.



Despite the rocky start, the trip turned out well enough:


The next week proved to be both sobering and outrageously funny at times as Rerebawä discovered what Caraca-teri [Caracas] and its customs and ways were like, and how much he would have to report to his co-villagers: the staggering size of the buildings reaching to the sky, built of stone laid upon stone; elevators; people staying up all night; the bright lights of the automobiles coming at an incredible speed at you during night travel, looking like the piercing eyes of the bore spirits; the ridiculous shoes that women wore with high heels and how they would cause you to trip if you tried to walk through the jungle in them; and the marvels of flush toilets and running water.

He was astounded at how clean the floors were in the houses, was afraid to climb suspended stairs for fear they would collapse, and could not drink enough orange soda pop, or get over the fact that a machine would dispense it when you put a coin in and pushed a button.



One of my favorite parts of the book is when Rerebawä returns to his village and tries to explain Caracas to the others:


"Is it bigger than Patanowa-teri's shabono?" they asked him skeptically, and he looked at me, somewhat embarrassed, and knew that he could not explain it to them. We both knew that they would not be able to conceive of what Rerebawä had seen. His arm stretched out and he described a large arc, slowly, saying with the greatest of exaggeration his language permitted: "it stretches from here to—way over—there!" And they clicked their tongues, for it was bigger than they imagined.



If you’re going to read just one thing in this book, read the bit about this caper in chapter 7. It’s the sort of thing I’ve always wondered about but naively assumed no genuine academic would ever engage in.

(Sometimes I blow people’s minds by telling them that my grandfather, who grew up poor in a tropical country, didn’t know what ice was. As in he didn’t know that if water got cold enough it turned hard. Still, I have to think that his life was actually closer to ours, we who read blogs on the internet, than to a Yąnomamö of the Amazon.)


	
Yąnomamö life is violent, but norms exist to contain this





As aggression is necessary, it is encouraged from a young age:


Although Ariwari is only about four years old, he has already learned that the appropriate response to a flash of anger is to strike someone with his hand or with an object, and it is not uncommon for him to give his father a healthy smack in the face whenever something displeases him. He is frequently goaded into hitting his father by teasing, being rewarded by gleeful cheers of assent from his mother and from the other adults in the household.



However, totally unchecked aggression would result in unsustainable levels of homicide, so there are de-escalation mechanisms to diminish violence between both individuals and villages.


They have a series of graded forms of violence that ranges from chest-pounding and club-fighting duels to out-and-out shooting to kill. This gives them a good deal of flexibility in settling disputes without immediate resort to killing.



The customs of chest-pounding and club-fights have the same basic rules: contestants take turns hitting each other in a designated way until someone gives up. I was struck by how much these graded-violence customs resembled a game I experienced in middle school: bloody knuckles. The rules are exactly the same as the Yąnomamö customs, except you take turns striking the knuckles rather than thumping the chest or clubbing the head.

[image: ]

The interesting thing about all three of these games is that it’s hard to be good at them in a way that can be straightforwardly leveraged to bully everyone. Unlike say a wrestling match or sword duel, it’s more about durability than skill, and even the winner inevitably emerges worse for wear. After a hard-fought contest, you’re in no position to challenge anyone else for a while so there’s a natural limit to how often you can participate.

Personally, I’ve really appreciated these rituals. In middle school, I was a scrawny kid that didn’t do well in real fights, but I was reliable enough at bloody knuckles to generate a tiny bit of menace and respect that probably saved me from worse interactions.


	
Most of their food comes from agriculture





I’d always thought that “uncontacted” peoples were hunter-gatherers, or perhaps fishermen, but it turns out, by calories, the Yąnomamö are mostly agriculturalists and therefore Neolithic (sorry Paleo-dieters).


Although the Yąnomamö spend almost as much time hunting as they do gardening, the bulk of their diet comes from foods that are cultivated. Perhaps 85 percent or more of the diet consists of domesticated rather than wild foods—plantains are by far the most important food in the diet.



Further, plantains are an Old-world crop, first brought along long trade networks with intermediately-connected indigenous groups. The Yąnomamö are still in indirect contact with the modern world, which leads to the next surprising point:


	
“Uncontacted” peoples have access to technology fit for 19th-century Kings





You may have seen this photo before:

[image: ]

These are indigenous Amazonians photographed from the air. When I first saw this I was fascinated, but also confused by two items that seemed out of place. The first is what looks like a machete in the center boy’s hand, but even more interesting is the small white pot by their feet.

Chagnon explains:


Most Yąnomamö groups still use clay pots, although these are being rapidly replaced by aluminum ware, which is traded inland to the more remote villages.



Metallic aluminum is a modern invention, and early on it was incredibly expensive. A small block of aluminum was once displayed alongside France’s crown jewels, and Emperor Napoleon III (Napoleon Bonaparte’s nephew) kept aluminum cutlery for his most honored guests (the less honored had to settle for gold).

Archeologists tell of paleolithic burial sites containing seashells, artifacts, and minerals from thousands of miles away. It had felt hard to conceptualize a prehistoric trade network that could move goods so far, but the movement of these pots illustrate this beautifully.


	
They hate stepping on thorns but haven’t invented shoes






Walking entails certain kinds of risks. The Yąnomamö have no shoes or clothing, so thorns are always a problem. A party of 10 men can rarely go more than an hour without someone stopping suddenly, cursing, and sitting down to dig a thorn out of his foot with the tip of his arrow point. While their feet are hardened and thickly calloused, walking in streams and through muddy terrain softens the callouses and then the thorns can get deeply embedded.



I knew that early people had walked around barefoot, but I’d assumed that their hardened feet offered protection from all but the worst environments (snow, pointy rocks, etc.). It seems that they don’t, and now I really appreciate shoes (sorry barefoot runners).

That said, cane sandals don’t seem particularly hard to make so I don’t exactly understand how they haven’t invented something to protect their feet, yet can come up with specialized contraptions for climbing thorny trees:

[image: ]

I’ve never worn cane sandals though, so maybe shoes below some level of sophistication just aren’t worth the fuss.


	
You can buy a canoe full of plantains for a few pocket knives






The Venezuelans who carried supplies upstream to the mission always bought plantains from the Yanomamo for ridiculously low prices and sold them for up to 800% profit



This exchange rate surprised me, though I soon remembered traveling in developing regions and buying unbelievable bounties for pennies. With enough of a technology gap, this makes sense though; if a futuristic alien showed up and wanted your house in exchange for a teleporter or something, you’d probably take the deal.


	
Their “plant medicine” is more like PCP than ayahuasca





Psychoactive “plant medicines” like psilocybin, peyote, and ayahuasca are increasingly popular, and many have origins in indigenous cultures. They’re often used with the goal of reaching deep truths and higher levels of conscientiousness, and I’d expected to see this from the Yąnomamö as well.

[image: ]

However, continuing with their inconvenient flouting of stereotypes, the Yąnomamö seem to mostly take drugs to get really stoned:


Now, it was time for them to take ebene, their hallucinogenic drug. They separated into several groups and began blowing the brownish-green powder up each other's nostrils with 3-foot long hollow tubes. As the drug would be administered, each recipient would reel from the concussion of air, groan, and stagger off to some convenient post to vomit. Within ten minutes of taking the drug, the men would be bleary-eyed and wild, prancing around in front of their houses, stopping occasionally to vomit or to catch their breath. In each group there would be one man particularly adept at chanting to the hekura, the mountain demons, and he would soon take over the show, while the others retired to the sidelines in a stupor, green slime dripping from their nostrils.



That said, there is some hekura communing, so I can’t dismiss ebene as a party drug entirely. Perhaps it’s similar to psychedelics in the west—there’s a consciousness vs. partying use-case divide.


	
They’re pretty good sports all in all





The author would constantly have things stolen from him, and eventually, he learned to ask a local child, who would cheerfully identify the culprit. The author would then go steal the offender’s hammock, forcing the thief to return the item and endure village taunts about getting so easily caught. That would be the end of it until inevitably something else was stolen and the process repeated itself.

Once, in retaliation for stealing boards from his canoe, Chagnon set the perpetrators’ canoes loose into the river:


I then pulled out my hunting knife and, while their grins disappeared, cut each of their canoes loose, set it into the current, and let them float away. I left without further ado and without looking back.



You’d think with people as fierce as these he’d have earned some arrows in the belly or at least a chest-pounding, but they took it in stride and Chagnon even had the backing of the village:


The headman of the village later told me with an approving chuckle that I had done the correct thing. Everyone in the village, except, of course, the culprits, supported and defended my action.



The juxtaposition of nonstop aggression alongside the capacity for letting bygones be bygones continually impressed me. There were certainly long-term feuds, but somehow these never seemed more than a feast or counter-alliance away from possible resolution.

So should you read it?

Earlier editions of the book are something of a catalog of descriptions, while later editions are expanded and have a more narrative structure.

Aside from my highlights, many of the book's factoids won’t be that surprising to anyone who’s seen a few nature documentaries; Changon doesn’t especially seem to be courting controversy, just depicting what he saw. It’s short for an anthropology book (the first edition is only ~140 pages), so worthwhile reading for those with particular anthropological interest or curiosity about the finer details of the above points.

However, I think the biggest reason to read it is to travel to a world unlike your own. You may have experienced this before by reading old books; the world has evolved so much that even a mundane story from the 19th century will unintentionally illustrate dramatic changes.

Tribal warfare in the Stone Age is about as far from our world as you can get, so Yąnomamö’: The Fierce People is like an “old book” on jungle psychotropics. It will be harsh and possibly nauseating, but ultimately rewardingly mind-altering.
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each other, T saw that
he wore a plumed hel-
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Annual working hours vs. GDP per capita
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Figure 2-6: Inspired by Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid, to illustrate
the magic and mystery of guantum mechanics.
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Fig. 8 Changes in modeled and
observed Arctic sea ice extent in
September since 1900.
Observational data from
satellites shown as a heavy grey
line. Results of 13 numerical
models hindcasting and
predicting sea ice extent are
shown with the ensemble mean
as a black line and two standard
deviations as dotted lines.
Arctic sea ice extent in 2012 is
the same as the ensemble mean
of the numerical models for
2070
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Figure 7.9. Foreign assets in historical perspective:
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A WEEKLY ILLUSTRATED JOURNAL OF SCIENCE

“To the solid grownd

Of Nature trusts the mind which builds for aye"—WORDSWORTIL

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 4, 1869

NATURE : APHORISMS BY GOETHE
ATURE! We are surrounded and embraced
Ly her : powerless to separate ourselves from
her, and powetless to penetrate beyond her.

Without asking, or warning, she snatches us up into
her circling dance, and whirls us on until we are
tired, and drop from her arms.

She is ever shaping new forms : what is, has never
yet been ; what has been, comes not again, Every-
thing is new, and yet nought but the old.

We live in her midst and know her not. She is
incessantly speaking to us, but betrays not her secret.
We constantly act upon her, and yet have no power
over her.

The one thing she seems to aim at is Individuality;
yet she cares nothing for individuals. She is always
building up and destroying; but her workshop is
inaceessible.

Her Jife is in her children; but where is the mother?
She is the only artist ; working-up the most uniform
‘material into utter opposites ; arriving, without a trace
of effort, at perfection, at the most exact precision,
though always veiled under a certain softness.

Each of her works has an essence of its own;
each of her phenomena a special characterisation :
and yet their diversity is in unity.

She performs a play ; we know not whether she sees
it herself, and yet she acts for us, the lookers-on.

Incessant life, development, and movement are
in her, but she advances not. She changes for ever
and ever, and rests not a moment. Quictude is
inconceivable to her, and she has laid her curse
upon rest. She is firm. Her steps are measured,
her exceptions rare, her laws unchangeable.

She has always thought and always thinks ; though
not as a man, but as Nature. She broods over an

allcomprehending idea, which no searching can
find out.

Mankind dwell in her and she in them. With all
men she plays a game for love, and rejoices the more
they win. With many, her moves are so hidden, that
the game is over before they know it

‘That which is most unnatural is still Nature ; the
stupidest philistinism has a touch of her genius.
Whoso cannot sec her everywhere, sees her no-
where rightly.

She loves herself, and her innumerable eyes and
affections are fixed upon hersell. She has divided
herself that she may be her own delight. She
causes an endless succession of new capacities for
enjoyment to spring up, that her insatiable sympathy
may be assuaged.

She rejoices in illusion. Whoso destroys it in him-
self and others, him she punishes with the sternest
tyranny. Whoso follows her in faith, him she takes
as a child to her bosom.

Her children are numberless. To none is she
altogether miserly; but she has her favourites, on
whom she squanders much, and for whom she makes
great sacrifices. Over greatness she spreads her
shield.

She tosses her creatures out of nothingness, and
tells them not whence they came, nor whither they
go. It is their business to run, she knows the road.

Her mechanism has few springs—but they never
wear out, are always active and manifold.

The spectacle of Nature is always new, for she is
always renewing the spectators. Life is her most
exquisite invention; and death is her expert con-
trivance to get plenty of life.

She wraps man in darkness, and makes him for ever
long for light. She creates him dependent upon the
earth, dull and heavy ; and yet is always shaking him
until he attempts to soar above it.

»
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Table 2 Percentages (%) of whole sample, and by country of negative thoughs about climate change and beliefs about government response about climate change. (1=1000 per country)

Thoughts about climate change All countries | Austalia_|Brazil_|France _|Finland _|India_|Nigeria_|Philippines __|Portugal_|UK_{UsA
People have filed to care for planct 5 51 2 | s s |6 93 59 00 |7
Future s rightening s i [ L 0 |n 2 st 2 e
Humanityis doomed 56 50 o s s u e B o st las
Less opportunity than parents ss 57 o o |a 57 e 7 4 5 |u
Most valued will b destroyed ss B oo s s 0 |sa i 50 4 |
Farily sccurit will be threstencd B 4 s |0 | o5 |ss ” 52 39 |55
Hesitant o have children 30 s s | e | P 37 38 |36






OEBPS/img/954ee891c6c52e38.jpg
Could this be
utopian on a
deep level?

*Left-libertarian
(anarcho-syndicalist)
but ambiguously
utopian

Authoritarian

Economic-

JAIN ML
BAN

Fantasy utopias???

Libertarian

[GEATTHING
T

*Right-libertarian and
explicitly not utopian,
although for some reason
very popular with anarcho
Communists.





OEBPS/img/32172ce118568a18.jpg
horizontal,
axial, or
transverse
plane

X sagittal or
longitudinal
plane
k_/%

median plane

parasagittal
plane





OEBPS/img/e5b5d7bac96f5cb5.jpg
$200.00

$180.00

$160.00

$140.00

$120.00 I 1 =

$100.00

$80.00

$60.00

$40.00

$20.00

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020





OEBPS/img/2c2289cc87f4a0e0.jpg





OEBPS/img/ff6dd2e19e9e9fb7.jpg
g
CUMaX

(AT Q
Resocurion





OEBPS/img/d503e7bc9a9c3571.jpg
w

60

40

30

2

— Liberal — Moderate — Conservadive

FIGURE 10.2 Political Self-Identification of University Faculty, 19692013

Sources: Carncgie Foundation, National Survey of Higher Education, 19691984, and
Flisher Bducation: Research Instince; Frcelty:Surgeysiofo-aors:





OEBPS/img/fba3d5a5808b5001.jpg
What do various annual probabilities for nuclear war OHmor
imply for the cumulative probability over time?

100%

B p———— ~..if the annual probability s 5%
99.4% after 100 years
90%
...ifthe annual probability s 2%
86.7%after 100years
80%
70% Cumulative probability of having a nuclear war if
the annual probability for a nuclear war is 1%
63.4% after 100 years
60%
A
o | More likely than not.
N 50% after 69 years :
40%
'39.5%after 50 years
...ifthe annual probability is 0.4%
3% after 100 years
30%
26% after 30 years
20%
0% ___...ifthe annual probability is 0.1%
" Si%aiter 100years
if the annual probability is 0.01%
0% - - % after 100 years
[ 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Years from now
OurWorldinData.org - Research and data to make progress against the world’s largest problems. Licensed under CC-BY by the author Max Roser





OEBPS/img/953a45ecb1d156d8.png
o | via [ B uns | w ste | Koo v step | 4 o @0 [ @ ne © £ x ISkt | @ We | @ o | 48 At | D x| 9 e | 9 R | B cir | @ exts | B e | @ Tor | @ b | @ vor | G uss | +

© & dalohdurz624mg cloudifontnepre_purchase_ docs/oK COMM_00611972021.05-05-05-04-59/bk comm 006119, >4 00N

B comm 006119

7.4 The percentage of the land area ofthe contiguous foty-cight
states where  much grester than normal portion of annual precpitation
s come from extreme singi-day preciptation events. The gy line

eprescnts individualyeas, whie the bsclin s  ten-yer traling averag






OEBPS/img/9110ed7b2522d572.jpg
X Following






OEBPS/img/454ab7efeed86f2a.jpg
The Dark Forest. (2030). Netflix
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Fig. 2-6. Rerebawi climbing a rasha tree to collect the palm fruit. The tree has many sharp spines
on it, and the Y gnomami use an ingenious device made of crossed poles to climb the tree. The
climber stands on one pair of poles and lifts the other pair up the tree. Then he climbs to the upper

pair and lifts the bottom pair up. In this way the tree is slowly ascended, and no thorns get stuck
in the body.
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lost people like their job

e share of U.S. workers who say they are satisfied with their work has remained steady over the past two decades and
only fallen slightly during the pandemic.

Very satisfied [l Moderately satisfied 1] Alitte dissatisfied [l Very dissatisfied
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To safequard the health o staff and respondents during the COVID-19 pandemic the 2021 GSS data collection used a maikto-web methodolog
instead of t traditonal in-person interviews. Reseaich and interpretation done using the data should take extra care o ensure the analysis
eflcts actual changes i public opinion and s not unduly influenced by the change n data collection methods.
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Fig. 1-5. Rerebawdi during an ebene session sitting on the sidelines in an hallucinogenic stupor.
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Figure 3-44: An inflationist’s picture of how, very very rarely, there is a smooth
enough region for inflation to take place, creating a universe like our own, with its
2nd Law, favourable to the production of intelligent life. (b) It is absurdly cheaper,
in improbability terms, to inflate a considerably smaller region, but fewer intelligent
beings would be created. (c) To get the number of such beings up to that obtained
with the larger region, it would be vastly cheaper to do it with many smaller regions
instead. ;

source essential to the production of life, whence (presumably) intelligent life
arises here and there (see the latter part of §3.4).
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Every tonne of CO, emissions adds to global warming

Global surface temperature increase since 18501900 (°C) as a function of cumulative CO; emissions (GtCO;)
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Figure SPM.10 | Near-linear relationship between cumulative CO; emissions and the increase in global surface temperature

Top panel: Hstorica data (thin black line) shows observed lobl surface temperatue incezse in °C ince 1850-1900 s 2 functon of istorical cumulative carbon
dioxide (€O emissions in GHCO from 1850 to 2019, The grey range with its central line shows  coresponding estmate of the fistorica human-caused strface
warming (see Figure SPM.2). Coloured areas shaw the assessed very likely range of global surface temperature projection, and thick coloured cental lnes show the
median estimate as a function of cumulative CO emission from 2020 unti year 2050 for the st f lstative scenarios (SSP1-1.9, SSP1-2.6, 5P2-4.5, 55¢3-7.0,and
55PS8.5; see Figure SPM ). Pojectons use the cumulative CO; emissions of each respective scenario, and the projected global warming indudes the contribution
rom al anthvopogenic forcers. The relationship i llustrated over the domain of cumulative CO; emissons for which there i high confidene tha the transien dimate
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Table 1. Likelihood Scale

Term* Likelihood of the Outcome
Virtually certain 99-100% probability

Very likely 90-100% probability

Likely 66-100% probability

About as likely as not 33 to 66% probability

Unlikely 0-33% probability

Very unlikely 0-10% probability
Exceptionally unlikely 0-1% probability

* Additional terms that were used in limited circumstances in the AR4 (extremely likely —

95-100% probability, more likely than not — >50-100% probability, and extremely
unlikely — 0-5% probability) may also be used in the AR5 when appropriate.
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Figure 0.6. Inequality, 1900-2020: Europe, United States, Japan
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Figure 10-1 | Estimates of the total impact of climate change plotted against the assumed ciimate change (proxied by the increase in the global mean surface air temperature);
studies published since IPCC AR4 are highlighted as diamonds: see Table SM10-1
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COMPARISON OF MODEL RESULTS AND
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FIGURE 4.3 The global average surface temperature anomaly as
simulated in the CMIP3 and CMIPs model ensembles. The solid gray
lines show the ensemble averages, while the corresponding dotted lines show

the ensemble spreads. The black line shows the observed anomalie:
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Precipitation in the Contiguous 48 States, 1901-2020
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Data source: NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration). 2021. Climate at a glance. Accessed February 2021.
www.ncdc.noaa.gov/cag.

For more information, visit U.S. EPA’s “Climate Change Indicators in the United States” at www.epa.gov/climate-indicators.
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FIGURE 5.5 Numbers of record US daily temperature extremes for 725 US

stations from 1895 until 2018, calculated by the “absolute” method. The upper

panel shows the numbers of record high temperatures (per 100,000 observations)
for each year, while the lower panel shows the numbers of record lows.
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Figure 0.7. The top income tax rate, 1900-2020
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TABLE 2.——Intercorrelations of the Relational Humihity Scale (RHS) with other constructs (Study 4).

Total  Subscales

a M SD RHS GH S AVS

Relationship with offender

Unforgiveness 94 29.63 12.63 —49" 337 -37"
Avoidance 90 19.77 9.01 50" 32" —40"
Revenge 94 9.87 5.14 —35" 25" =22
Empathy 94 19.60 8.16 49" -30" BT
Relationship with parent
Warmth virtues 94 55.12 2031 63" 59" —48" 497
Conscientiousness virtues 95 49.09 18.48 60" 56" —.46* 507
Positive emotions 88 30.64 9.30 57 547 -4 547
Negative emotions 92 22.07 7.80 -4 —25" 44 -20"

Note. N = 142. GH = Global Humility subscale; S = Superiority subscale; AVS = Accurate View of Self.
*n < .05:**p < 0l.
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ANNUAL TORNADO COUNT (1950.

FIGURE 6.5 Number of tornadoes recorded by NOAA each
year from 1950 to 010 in the contiguous forty-cight stats.
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These maps show how Americans climate change beliets, risk perceptions, and policy support vary at the state, congressional district, metro area, and
county levels. NOTE: The Congressional District data are based on the 116th Congress. Recent and ongoing redistricting means that some of these data
are not current (e.g. North Carolina) for the Congressional District level.
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Figure 3.14 | 18-year trends of GMSL rise estimated at 1-year intervals. The time is
the start date of the 18-year period, and the shading represents the 90% confidence.
The estimate from satellite altimetry is also given, with the 90% confidence given as
an error bar. Uncertainty is estimated by the variance of the residuals about the fit, and
accounts for serial correlation in the residuals as quantified by the lag-1 autocorrelation.
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Fig. 1 US hurricane fatalities by decade. US fatalities in landfalling hurricanes from 1900 to 2009,
aggregated by decade. Source Pielke et al. (2008) and NHC annual summaries. Hurricane Katrina accounts
for 93% of the total 1,963 fatalities in the 2000s
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b) Tropical Cyclone Frequency Change Projections: By Basin
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Summary histograms and distributions of projected changes in TC frequency (%) from available studies, where the change in TC frequency for all Saffir-Simpson categories
(0-5) combined is considered. Each case in the histogram/distribution represents a separate model estimate, with some individual studies contributing more than one model
estimate (see [ Table ES1). All changes from [BTable ES1 have been rescaled prior to plotting to be consistent with a global mean temperature change of 2°C. (a) Global
projection histogram: The red histogram is based on all available studies except Emanuel (2013); the gray-shaded histogram uses estimates from Emanuel (2013) only. (b)
Global and basin-scale projected change distributions from [3) Table ES1, for all studies including Emanuel (2013). Shaded boxes, whiskers, and plus signs in (b) denote the
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Figure 1. Familiarity with transgender people among panel participants (N=1,000)
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C.W.F. HECEL Instructor: Gus Santo
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Average Drought Conditions in the Contiguous
48 States According to the Palmer Index, 1895-2020
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Data source: NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration). 2021. Climate at a glance. Accessed March 2021.
www.ncdc.noaagovicag.

For more information, visit U.S. EPA’s “Climate Change Indicators in the United States” at www.epa.gov/climate-indicators.
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TABLE 1.—Factor loadings for Relational Humility Scale (RHS) 1n Study 1.

M SD GH N AVS
Global Humility
He/she has a humble character. 2.78 098 90 —.04 .00
He or she is truly a humble person.  2.98  0.99 81 —-07 -02
Most people would consider 276 1.06 .70 .02 .01
him/her a humble person.
His or her close friends would 301 092 63 —-03 05
consider him/her humble.
Even strangers would consider 2.68 0.9 .62 .04 —-.03
him/her humble.
Superiority
He/she thinks of him/herself too 076 098 —.14 —-86 —.03
highly.
He/she has a big ego. 072 098 -—.18 -—-.78 —.06
He/she thinks of him/herself as 088 1.01 —.11 -.74 .00
overly important.
Certain tasks are beneath him/her. ~ 0.91  1.05 .06 —.67 .03
1 feel inferior when I am with 098 1.11 .10 —.60 —.02
him/her.
He/she strikes me as self-righteous. 1.16  1.23 .06 —.57 .05
He/she does not like doing menial ~ 0.98  1.09 —.01 -.52 .03
tasks for others.
Accurate View of Self
He/she knows him/herself well. 2.85 094 05 -.05 87
He/she knows his/her strengths. 2.83 098 .02 .09 74
He/she knows his/her weaknesses. ~ 2.58  1.07 02 —07 72
He/she is self-aware. 233 112 —02 00 .57
Eigenvalue 631 250 1.79
Variance accounted 36.99 12.88 9.11

= 300. Values shown in bold loaded on primary factor; GH = Global Humility
Superiority subscale; AVS = Accurate View of Self subscale.
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TABLE 9.1 Percent of Undergraduate Students at Schools without an Honor
Code Who Admitted to Various Forms of Dishonesty at Least Once

Type of Cheating Bowers  McCabe McCabe McCabe McCabe
1964 1991 1994 2000 2010

Copying a few sentences 53 & 54 45 36

without attribution

Padding a bibliography 35 25 29 26 13

Plagiarizing from public 36 19 26 19 6

material on papers
Receiving exam 43 19 29 56 30
questions from students

who already took the

exam

Copying from another 31 5 52 34 1y
student during a test

Did collaborative 14 40 49 st s
homework although

professor forbids it

Turn in papers pardially 20 5 4 8 6
or entirely written by

other students

Giving answers to other 27 2 % 2 I
scudents during an exam

Using crib notes during 21 2 2 19 8
an cxam
Any of the above 8 74 87 83 6

behaviors
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The greatest home
labor saver

House cleaning becomes
child’s play—a matter of
minutes—without mov-
ing of furniture and with-
out fatigue—with the

ARCO WAND

VAcuum CLEANER

Easily put in old or new homes,
apartments, clubs, hotels, hospi-
tals, factories, theatres, etc.,
without disturbance—outlasts the
building and gives splendid daily ser-
vice. Costs but a penny a day to run.
Sold by all dealers on easy payments.

Send for catalog “The Arco Wand”

tells how and shows what it will do

to keep your home forever clean!

AMERIGAN RADIATOR (ORPANY
e

Makers of the world-famous
IDEAL Boiters and AMERICAN Radiators

easy payment plan.

Name =

'OUPON FOR SPECIAL INFORMATIOI
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Street e St
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442  Appendix A

(a) ®)

Figure A-32: (a) The functional freedom 0o*” of choosing 1-component fields
in 2-space is that of choosing 2-surfaces in R3, the latter being viewed as an
R! bundle over R2 (the (u, v)-plane). This may be contrasted with (b) the func-
tional freedom 002 of choosing 2-component fields (the (x, y)-planes) in 1-space
(u-coordinate), which is that of choosing 1-surfaces (i.e. curves) in R3, the latter
being viewed as an R2 bundle over R!.
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AGES OF GIRLS AND MEN AT MARRIAGE BY RELIGION

Girls Men

Age | Pagan | Christian Christian Pagan | Christian Pagan | Christian
67 2t - — - — 1 3 2
10 6 2 - - 2 2 5 8
hi 6 3 = = 3 3 3 2
12 15 7 - - 7 1 3 1
13 16 14 - - = 1 - 2
14 18 9 = — 2 1 = 2
15 14 19 2 2 - 1 1 2
16 7 22 — 1 - 1 - 2
17 10 18 7 2 = 1 1 3
18 12 16 3 5 s 1 - 1
19 5 4 10 I - - 2 -
20 9 12 u 7 - - 2 2
21 6 i 1 4 - - - —
22 1 5 4 5 - 2 2 1
23 2 3 4 7 = = 1
24 3 2 4 6 - - 1 -
25 4 3 3 3 4 4
26 1 - 2 4

27 1 1 4 5

28 1 4 5 4 145 180 80 90

*Based on Harkness, Leclercq and CIL, VI, 1-30,000; cf. infra n. 45-46 and 58

TNot Counted in numbers.
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World
in Data

The price of solar modules declined by 99.6% since 1976

Price per Watt of solar photovoltaics (PV) modules (logarithmic axis)
The prices are adjusted for inflation and presented in 2019 US-$.

With each doubling of installed capacity the price
of solar modules dropped on average by 20.2%.
420 This is the learning rate of solar modules.
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1MW 10 MW 100 MW 1,000 MW 10,000 MW 100,000 MW *
~1000000Wett  cymulative installed solar PV capacity (logarithmic axis)
Data: Lafond et al. (2017) and IRENA Database; the reported learning rate is an average over several

studies reported by de La Tour et al (2013) in Energy. The rate has remained very similar since then. Licensed under CC-BY
OurWorldinData.org - Research and data to make progress against the world’s largest problems. by the author Max Roser
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spearheads; and through

the muck and swine, and

naked brats, and joyous dogs, and
shabby huts it took its gallant w

and in its wake we followed. Fol-
lowed through one winding alley and
then another,—and climbing, always
climbing—till at last we gained the
breezy height where the huge castle
stood. There was an ex-
change of bugle blasts; then
a parley from the walls,
o where men-at-arms, in
19, hauberk and morion
X marched back and forth
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I am speculating on whether smoke is really bad because I
am ignorant and I want to understand why smoke is bad given
that we all already know it is bad such that maybe I might
better judge the badness of something new in the future.

Please do not start thinking that I have shown that smoke is
not bad and that you can smoke all you want because unca’
Jerry smoked life itself and died healthy at 80 so it is all lies.

Please, do not smoke!!!
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Player Design Funding | Country | Goal Date | 2025 | 2030 | 2035 | 2040
MER Tokamak | Public | Yes 2035 50% | 70%
KDEMO  |Tokamak | Public |Korea 2037 70%
CFETR Tokamak | Public | China 2030 60%
STEP Spherical | Public | England 2040 20%
Tokamak
SPARC Tokamak | Private | USA 2028 | 30% | 70%
Renaissance | Stellarator | Private | France 2032 50% | 70%
TypeOne | Stellarator | Private | USA 2031 50% | 70%
Tokamak | Spherical | Private | England 2030 10% | 30%
Energy Tokamak
Marvel Inertial Private | Germany | 2077 30%
Helion Different | Private | USA 2024 | 5% | 20%
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inflation-adjusted corn, wheat, and soybean prices, 1912-2018
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[ 264 ] Economic Hierarchies, Organization, and the Structure of Production

TABLE 3-1. Performance with Different Levels of Control Efficiency

CONTROL EFFICIENCY 95 90 85 80 75 70

No. of people in level 35,335 20,589 11,625 6,340 3,325
10 carrying out wishes

6
1,668 795

of top-level superior*
Percent of people in 59.9 34.9 19.7 10.7 5.6 28 13
level 10 carrying out
wishes of top-level
supervisor

NoTE: The total number of people in this organization is 88,573 of which 59,049 are at the bottom level
actually engaging i activities with respect to the outer world. The remainder are supervisors of one

sort or the other. The table makes no attempt to estimate how many times accident would lead to .
deviation from one of the lower-level supervisor’s desires by his inferior to have the inferior force doin$

what the higher-level supervisor wants. . -
*Coincidentally, the mistranscriptions of the orders of the supervisor in level 9 might cance o
opposite similar mistranscriptions in the higher level. Thus, the number of U.E.EE the _oumea it
doing what the ultimate superior wanted might be greater than shown. Butitis equally likely

of the 40,000 would be doing what the top man wanted if there were no hierarchy at all.
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Figure 15.8. Political conflict and racial cleavage: U.S. 1948-2016
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Annual working hours vs. GDP per capita
Working hours are the annual average per worker. GDP per capita adjusted for price changes over time (inflation)
and price differences between countries—it is measured in international-$ in 2011 prices.
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